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Preface and 
Acknowledgments 


Thi& two-volume work has been many years in the making. It began 
in 1977 with my hypothesis that it is the nature of the relationship 
of women to history which explains the long duration of their sub¬ 
ordination and the slow development of the rise of feminist con¬ 
sciousness. The design for the present book was fairly clear in my 
mind when I began the work, but I soon found that I needed to 
know more about the origin and the causes of women's subordina¬ 
tion which preceded the creation of written history, before I could 
adequately deal with women's relationship to that history. Thus, 
Volume One of this work, The Creation of Patriarchy, came to be 
written as a sort of grand detour. I have not regretted that detour, 
for it was indeed essential to sharpening my understanding of the 
interaction between access to resources (class), men's sexual and bodily 
control over women, and ideas about gender which spring from such 
material realities. But the most important thing I learned was the 
significance to women of their relationship to the Divine and the 
profound impact the severing of that relationship had on the history 
of women. Only after exploring the process of the "dethroning of 
the goddesses" in the various cultures of the Ancient Near East could 
I fully appreciate the depth and urgency of the search of Jewish and 
Christian women for connection to the Divine, which found expres¬ 
sion in more than 1000 years of feminist Bible criticism and reli¬ 
gious re-visioning. The insight that religion was the primary arena 
on which women fought for hundreds of years for feminist con- 
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sciousness was not one I had previously had. It was won in work on 
Volume One; I listened to the voices of forgotten women and ac¬ 
cepted what they told me. 

Volume Two took another seven years of work. It would have 
taken far longer had it not been for the continuing support I received 
from the University of Wisconsin-Madison in the form of my ap¬ 
pointment as Wisconsin Alumni Research Foundation Senior Distin¬ 
guished Research Professor, 1984-91. This generous chair appoint¬ 
ment gave me each year one semester free of teaching obligations, 
which permitted me to carry my research and writing forward with¬ 
out interruption. At my age, this kind of support and trust extended 
has more significance than in one's younger years. I am deeply grateful 
for it and hope the results will justify my colleagues' confidence in 
my work. 

A resident fellowship at the Rockefeller Foundation's Study and 
Conference Center in Bellagio, Italy, in October-November 1991 
helped me to complete the book and its bibliography in a beautiful 
environment and with stimulating company. I thank the Rockefeller 
Foundation for its generous support. 

I presented a paper, "The Emergence of Feminist Consciousness: 
The Idea of Motherhood," based on what is now Chapter Six, at the 
Eighth Berkshire Conference on the History of Women, June 8-10, 
1990, Douglass College. The comments and criticism of the panel¬ 
ists, Professors Eleanor McLaughlin (Mount Holyoke College), Clar¬ 
issa Atkinson (Harvard Divinity School) and Sara Ruddick (New School 
for Social Research) were most helpful to me in rethinking this 
chapter. 

Several other chapters of this book were the basis for lectures at 
the following institutions: Colorado College, January 1989; Univer¬ 
sity of South Florida, November 1989; Walter E. Edge Lecture Se¬ 
ries at Princeton University, April 1990; University of Wisconsin- 
Madison, September 1991; University of Pittsburgh, March 1991; 
Lewis and Clark College, April 1991; Victoria University, Welling¬ 
ton, New Zealand; Erasmus Universitat, Rotterdam, Netherlands, 
1991; Edgewood College, Madison, Wisconsin, 1992. In each case 
the lively and searching discussion following the lecture helped me 
to sharpen my argument and correct weaknesses. 

My search for sources was greatly helped by the generosity of 
several scholars who shared their own work and knowledge with me 
and who led me to important sources: Professors Ursula Liebertz- 
Griin (Universitat zu Koln); Kari Elizabeth Borressen (Research Pro- 
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fessor, Oslo, Norway) and Suzanne Desan (University of Wisconsin- 
Madison). Chava Weissler (Princeton University) shared her own 
published and unpublished work and introduced me to many sources 
on Jewish women. Maryanne Horowitz (Occidental College) shared 
her thorough knowledge of Renaissance sources and argued passion¬ 
ately over my interpretations, much to my benefit. 

In a work of this scope the criticism of experts in the various 
fields is indispensable. I benefited greatly from the generosity of many 
scholars who were willing to read and criticize parts of the manu¬ 
script which related to their particular expertise. My profound thanks 
go to: Clarissa Atkinson; Constance Berman; Maryanne Horowitz; 
Ruth Perry (Massachusetts Institute of Technology); Hilda Smith 
(University of Cincinnati); Nancy Isenberg (Commonwealth Center, 
Williamsburg); Virginia Brodine and my colleagues at the Univer¬ 
sity of Wisconsin: Judy Leavitt (History of Medicine); Linda Gordon 
(History); Carl Kaestle (History of Education). Your sharing of 
knowledge and research resources made my “impossible" task less 
daunting. 

A late draft of the entire book was read by Paul Boyer (Univer¬ 
sity of Wisconsin-Madison); Kathleen Brown (Princeton Univer¬ 
sity); Steven Feierman (University of Florida, Gainesville); Linda 
Kerber (University of Iowa); Ann Lane (University of Virginia); 
Lawrence Levine (University of California at Berkeley) and Elizabeth 
Minnich. The careful and detailed criticism I received from these 
scholars and friends enabled me to rewrite my work and find its final 
form. It also immensely encouraged and supported me during the 
most difficult periods. 

This is the third book I am publishing with Sheldon Meyer and 
my appreciation for his style, his taste and perceptiveness has grown 
with each passing year. I cannot think of another editor who would 
tolerate a fifteen-year delay in completion of a manuscript without 
a murmur of disapproval and who would/on the contrary, encourage 
and approve of a grand detour like mine. His understanding of my 
thought and of my work process has been a constant source of sur¬ 
prise and delight to me. He has my warmest appreciation and grat¬ 
itude. 

Leona Capeless has done a superb job on this volume, as she did 
on the first one. Her knowledge and skills, enhanced by her seem¬ 
ingly boundless patience, make the technical work of producing a 
book quite tolerable, even interesting. I thank her sincerely. 

A succession of project assistants have worked their way through 
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the sources of the history of women and have in many ways facili¬ 
tated and improved my work. Elizabeth Williams, Kathryn Toma- 
sek, Samantha Langbaum and Jennifer Frost have my warmest thanks 
for their effort and support. Anita Olson, despite her many other 
taxing duties, always found time to improve the typing of this 
manuscript and of its difficult bibliography. Her interest in this work 
since its inception has gone far beyond the expert technical help she 
offered; she was often my first reader and sympathetic critic. I truly 
appreciate her help. 

I am indebted for their knowledge and courteous help to archi¬ 
vists and librarians at the Wisconsin State Historical Society and 
Wisconsin University Memorial Libraries, both in Madison, Wiscon¬ 
sin; the University of California Library at Berkeley; the Schlesin- 
ger Library, Radcliffe College, Cambridge, Massachusetts, the Brit¬ 
ish Library and the Fawcett Library, London, England. My special 
thanks to Sr. Angela Carlevaris, archivist of the Abtei St. Hildegard, 
Eibingen, Germany, who permitted me to see the Hildegard of Bin¬ 
gen manuscript at the abbey and who shared her extensive knowl¬ 
edge of sources and interpretations. 

This work was done in years of solitary living; most likely, it 
could not have been done otherwise. It was the most difficult work 
I have ever done because the scope of women's difficulties, losses 
and disappointments, the horrifying tragedy of wasted talents and 
energy extending over centuries and millennia, became more visible 
to me than it had ever before. But in the end, I also sensed and 
experienced the strength of resistance, endurance and transcendence, 
the luminous thread of a common search for history, the insistence 
by women that we have a history and with it full humanity. 

The ongoing work and continuing achievements of the Women's 
History community have provided for me what the women whose 
lives and struggles I described lacked so tragically—a supportive 
women's network. The many ways in which we have approached 
our enormous task with increasing awareness of differences among 
us have led to a solid foundation for our common enterprise. We no 
longer attempt to speak in one voice, but to appreciate and hear the 
many different voices. We no longer need to agree on one theory or 
one set of explanations and conflict, even among ourselves, no longer 
seems as threatening as it once did. Rather, it is a natural outgrowth 
of the breadth of our movement for cultural transformation. 

On a personal level, the love of my family—Stephanie and Todd, 
Dan and Paula and the children—has nurtured and sustained me. 
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My close friends have given me love and friendship through the 
good times and the bad. And always, through these past decades, 
despite the geographical distance between us, my dear friend Eve 
Merriam has walked beside me, knowing and hearing and sharing. 
Now she is gone, but her poetry and thought and love live on. This 
book is for and of her. 

Madison, Wisconsin G.L. 

August 1992 


A NOTE ON STYLE 

Generally, I follow the practice of citing all primary sources from 
the earliest available text in the language of origin. In instances of 
sources I cannot read due to my lack of language skills, I have tried 
to cite the earliest English version available. I have used the same 
principle in regard to authors' names, spelling them in the language 
of the author. (Thus—Vilemina for the leader of the movement known 
in English as "the Guglielmites.") Where I have had to deviate from 
this practice, I have indicated the reprint edition from which I drew 
my source in order to enable the reader to find the source easily and 
to know that I did not see the actual manuscript. 

The terms of reference by which African-Americans have re¬ 
ferred to themselves has changed in the course of history. At any 
given time there has usually been a range of differences among them 
in how they prefer to be designated. I have followed the practice of 
using the designation chosen by the author or by the group in ques¬ 
tion during a particular historical period. (Thus: "Negro Women's 
club movement," but "Black Liberation."). According to the same 
principle I refer to the 19th-century "woman's rights movement" 
and to the 20th century "women's rights movement." African- 
Americans have struggled for over a hundred years to have the term 
used to designate them be capitalized, as are the designations for 
other ethnic or racial groups. ("Italian, Spanish, Negro"). Thus, 
whenever the noun "Black" is used as a substitute for "African- 
American" or "Negro" it designates members of a racial group, 
therefore it should be spelled with a capital "B," a fact even the New 
York Times has finally recognized. There is a great deal of confusion 
about the spelling of the adjective "black." One can reason both 
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ways—"Black women and Italian women"—both designating group 
adherence or "black and white women," both designating skin color, 
hence lower-case. I usually capitalize the noun and lower-case the 
adjective, but I recognize that this is a term in transition. 

Because this book is organized thematically, it has been impossi¬ 
ble to avoid the appearance of the same authors in several chapters. 
Thus, Christine de Pizan is discussed in different chapters regarding 
her writings on motherhood, education, the history of women. My 
practice is to give a biographical description of the author the first 
time she is mentioned. Readers can use the Index to find the other 
places on which each author is discussed. 

The Bibliography is arranged with the needs of teachers in mind. 
Those wishing to gain quick access to the sources on one of the 
women featured in the book will find her listed with the pertinent 
sources under the appropriate chronological heading. A separate cross 
index of "Authors cited" will help locate sources and references on 
each author. 
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THE CREATION OF 
FEMINIST CONSCIOUSNESS 





Introduction 


In Volume One I described the creation of patriarchy, which took 
place prior to the formation of Western civilization. Patriarchal con¬ 
cepts are, therefore, built into all the mental constructs of that civi¬ 
lization in such a way as to remain largely invisible. Tracing the 
historical development by which patriarchy emerged as the domi¬ 
nant form of societal order, I have shown how it gradually institu¬ 
tionalized the rights of men to control and appropriate the sexual 
and reproductive services of women. Out of this form of dominance 
developed other forms of dominance, such as slavery. Once estab¬ 
lished as a functioning system of complex hierarchical relationships, 
.patriarchy transformed sexual, social, economic relations and domi¬ 
nated all systems of ideas. In the course of the establishment of 
patriarchy and constantly reinforced as the result of it, the major 
idea systems which explain and order Western civilization incorpo¬ 
rated a set of unstated assumptions about gender, which powerfully 
affected the development of history and of human thought. 

I have shown how the metaphors of gender constructed the male 
as the norm and the female as deviant; the male as whole and pow¬ 
erful; the female as unfinished, physically mutilated and emotion¬ 
ally dependent. 

Briefly summarized the major assumptions about gender in pa¬ 
triarchal society are these: 

Men and women are essentially different creatures, not only in 

their biological equipment, but in their needs, capacities and 
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functions. Men and women also differ in the way they were cre¬ 
ated and in the social function assigned to them by God. 

Men are "naturally" superior, stronger and more rational, there¬ 
fore designed to be dominant. From this follows that men are 
political citizens and responsible for and representing the polity. 
Women are "naturally" weaker, inferior in intellect and rational 
capacities, unstable emotionally and therefore incapable of polit¬ 
ical participation. They stand outside of the polity. 

Men, by their rational minds, explain and order the world. Women 
by their nurturant function sustain daily life and the continuity 
of the species. While both functions are essential, that of men is 
superior to that of women. Another way of saying this is that 
men are engaged in "transcendent" activities, women—like lower- 
class people of both sexes—are engaged in "immanent" activi¬ 
ties. 

Men have an inherent right to control the sexuality and the re¬ 
productive functions of women, while women have no such right 
over men. 

Men mediate between humans and God. Women reach God 
through the mediation of men. 

These unproven, unprovable assumptions are not, of course, laws 
of either nature or society, although they have often been so re¬ 
garded and have even been incorporated into human law. They are 
operative at different levels, in different forms and with different 
intensity during various periods of history. Changes in the way in 
which these patriarchal assumptions are acted upon describe in fact 
changes in the status and position of women in a given period in a 
given society. The development of concepts of gender should there¬ 
fore be studied by any historian wishing to elicit information about 
women in any society. 

In Volume One I concluded that women had a relationship to 
History and to historical process different from that of men. It is 
helpful to distinguish between history—events of the past—and re¬ 
corded History—events of the past as interpreted by succeeding gen¬ 
erations of historians. The latter is a cultural product, by which events 
of the past are selected, ordered and interpreted. It is in recorded 
history that women have been obliterated or marginalized. In this 
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second volume, I attempt to define the nature of the difference be¬ 
tween these two concepts more precisely and to show how the con¬ 
struction of recorded History has affected women. 

The archaic states of the Ancient Near East which developed 
priesthood, kingship and militaristic elites did so in a context of de¬ 
veloping male dominance over women and a structured system of 
slavery. It is not accidental that the time, leisure and education nec¬ 
essary for developing philosophy, religion and science was made 
available to an elite of priests, rulers and bureaucrats, whose domes¬ 
tic needs were met by the unpaid labor of women and slaves. In the 
second millennium B.C. this elite occasionally included female 
priestesses, queens and rulers, but by the time patriarchy was firmly 
established, approximately in the 6th century B.C., it was always 
male. (The appearance of an occasional queen to substitute for a 
missing male heir only confirms this rule.) In other words, it is 
patriarchal slave society which gives rise to the systems of ideas that 
explain and order the world for millennia thereafter. The twin men¬ 
tal constructs—the philosophical and the scientific systems of 
thought—explain and order the world in such a way as to confer 
and. confirm power upon their adherents and deny power to those 
disputing them. Just as the distribution and allocation of resources 
give power to the rulers, so do the withholding of information and 
the denial of access to explanatory constructs give power to the sys¬ 
tem builders. 

From the time of the establishment of patriarchy to the present, 
males of non-elite groups have struggled with increasing success for 
a share in this power of defining and naming. The history of the 
Western world can be viewed as the unfolding of that class-based 
struggle and the story of the process by which more and more non¬ 
elite males have gained access to economic and mental resources. But 
during this entire period, well into the middle of the 20th century, 
women have been excluded from all or part of that process and have 
been unable to gain access to it. 

Not only have women been excluded through educational depri¬ 
vation from the process of making mental constructs, it has also 
been the case that the mental constructs explaining the world have 
been androcentric, partial and distorted. Women have been defined 
out and marginalized in every philosophical system and have there¬ 
fore had to struggle not only against exclusion but against a content 
which defines them as subhuman and deviant. 1 I argue that this dual 
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deprivation has formed the female psyche over the centuries in such 
a way as to make women collude in creating and generationally re¬ 
creating the system which oppressed them. 

I have shown in Volume One how gender became the dominant 
metaphor by which Aristotle defended and justified the system of 
slavery. At the time of Aristotle's writing of Politics the question of 
the moral rightness of slavery was still problematical. It was cer¬ 
tainly questionable in light of the very system of ethics and morals 
Aristotle was constructing. Why should one man rule over another? 
Why should one man be master and another be slave? Aristotle rea¬ 
soned that some men are born to rule, others to be ruled. He illus¬ 
trated this principle by drawing an analogy between soul and body— 
the soul is superior to the body and therefore must rule it. Simi¬ 
larly, rational mind is superior to passion and so must rule it. And 
"the male is by nature superior, and the female inferior; and the 
one rules and the other is ruled; this principle, of necessity extends 
to all mankind." 2 The analogy extends also to men's rule over ani¬ 
mals. 

And indeed the use made of slaves and of tame animals is equally not 
very different; for both with their bodies minister to the needs of life. 
... It is clear, then, that some men are by nature free, and others 
slaves, and that for these latter slavery is both expedient and right. 3 

The remarkable thing about this explanation is what is deemed in 
need of justification and what is assumed as a given. Aristotle ad¬ 
mitted that there is some justification for a difference of opinion 
regarding the rightness of enslaving captive peoples in the event of 
an unjust war. But there is no difference of opinion regarding the 
inferiority of women. The subordination of women is assumed as a 
given, likened to a natural condition, and so the philosopher uses the 
marital relationship as an explanatory metaphor to justify slavery. 
By his efforts at justifying the moral rightness of slavery, Aristotle 
had indeed recognized the basic truth of the humanity of the slave. 
By denying and ignoring the need to explain the subordination of 
women, as well as by the kind of biological explanation Aristotle 
offered elsewhere, he had fixed women in a status of being less- 
than-human. The female is, in his words, "as it were, a mutilated 
male." 4 

More remarkable than Aristotle's misogynist construction is the 
fact that his assumptions remained virtually unchallenged and end¬ 
lessly repeated for nearly two thousand years. They were reinforced 
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by Old Testament restrictions on women and their exclusion from 
the covenant community, by the misogynist teachings of the Church 
fathers and by the continuing emphasis in the Christian era on 
charging Eve, and with her all women, with moral guilt for the Fall 
of humankind. 

More than two thousand years after Aristotle, the founding fa¬ 
thers of the American republic debated their Constitution. Once again, 
a group of revolutionary leaders, defining themselves as republicans 
and devoted to the creation of a democratic polity, was faced with 
the contradiction of the existence of slavery in their republic. The 
issue of how to deal with slavery was hotly contested and highly 
controversial. It ended in a pragmatic compromise which perpetuated 
a major social problem in the new republic. 

The Declaration of Independence which states, "We hold these 
truths to be self-evident that all men are created equal and are en¬ 
dowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among 
these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness," implied that 
by natural right all human beings were endowed with the same rights. 
How were such principles to be upheld in the face of the existence 
of slavery in the Southern states? The issue surfaced in the consti¬ 
tutional debates on laws regulating the slave trade, assigning respon¬ 
sibility for the return of fugitive slaves and apportioning voting rights. 
The last issue proved to be the most difficult, the Northern states 
holding that slaves should be counted as property and not counted 
at all in voting apportionment. The Southern states wanted slaves to 
be counted as though they were citizens, with their votes being wielded 
by the men who owned them. What was at issue, more than the 
abstract principle of how to regard the Negro, was the relative re¬ 
gional strength in Congress. Since the Southern population includ¬ 
ing slaves was more numerous than the population of the free states, 
this would have given the Southerners predominance in the House 
of Representatives. The irony in the debate was that the proslavery 
forces argued the humanity of the slaves, while antislavery forces 
argued for their status as property. Definitions, in this case, were 
determined not by reason, logic or moral considerations, but by po¬ 
litical/economic interest. 

The compromise which was finally incorporated into the Consti¬ 
tution was couched in a language as devoid of concreteness and as 
abstract as possible. "Representatives and direct taxes" were to be 
apportioned by adding to the number of citizens in each of the states 
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"including those bound to Service for a Term of Years, and exclud¬ 
ing Indians not taxed, three fifths of all other Persons." In plain 
words, a slave was to be counted three-fifths of a man for purposes 
of voting apportionment. Implicit in both language and debate was 
the recognition that the Negro, although a chattel, was indeed hu¬ 
man. The founders' uneasiness with the slavery issue was expressed 
in the outlawing of the external slave trade in 1808, which most men 
believed would doom slavery to wither of its own accord. It also 
found expression in the terms of the Northwest Ordinance of 1787, 
which explicitly stated that the territories then defined as the North¬ 
west would remain free. This laid the basis for the constitutional 
argument of the antislavery campaigns of the antebellum period, that 
the power to keep slavery out of the territories lay with the Con¬ 
gress. Thus the Constitution in its unresolved contradiction over the 
slavery issue not only presaged the Civil War but set in motion the 
ideas and expectations that would fuel the struggle for the slaves' 
eventual emancipation and their admission to full citizenship. 

It was different for women. There was no controversy or debate 
on the definition of a voter as a male. The American Constitution 
embodied the patriarchal assumption, shared by the entire society, 
that women were not members of the polity. It was felt necessary 
by the founders to define the status of indentured servants, persons 
"bound to Service for a Term of Years, " and of Indians in regard 
to voting rights, but there was no need felt even to mention, much 
less to explain or justify, that while women were to be counted among 
"the whole number of free persons" in each state for purposes of 
representation, they had no right to vote and to be elected to public 
office (U.S. Constitution, Article I, 3). The issue of the civil and 
political status of women never entered the debate, just as it had not 
entered the debate in Aristotle's philosophy. 

Yet women in large numbers had been involved in political ac¬ 
tions in the American Revolution and had begun to define them¬ 
selves differently than had their mothers and grandmothers in re¬ 
gard to the polity. At the very least, they had found ways of exerting 
influence on political events by fund-raising, tea boycotts and actions 
against profiteering merchants. Loyalist women made political claims 
when they argued for their property rights independent of those of 
their husbands or when they protested against various wartime 
atrocities. Several influential female members of elite families pri¬ 
vately raised the issue of women's rights as citizens. Petitioners of 
various kinds thrust it into the public debate. Unbidden and without 
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a recognized public forum and emboldened by the revolutionary 
rhetoric and the language of democracy, women began to reinterpret 
their own status. As did slaves, women took the preamble of the 
Declaration of Independence literally. But unlike slaves, they were 
not defined as being even problematic in the debate. 5 

The well-known exchange of private letters between John Adams 
and his wife Abigail sharply exemplifies the limits of consciousness 
on this issue. Here was a well-matched and loving couple, unusual 
in the wife's political interest and involvement, which would find 
active expression during her husband's later term as President when 
she handled some of his correspondence. 6 In 1776 Abigail Adams 
urged her husband in a letter to "remember the ladies" in his work 
on the legal code for the new republic, reminding him that wives 
needed protection against the "naturally tyrannical" tendencies of 
their husbands. Abigail's language was appropriate to women's sub¬ 
ordinate status in marriage and society—she asked for men's chiv¬ 
alrous protection from the excesses of other men. John's reply was 
"As to your extraordinary code of laws, I cannot but laugh. . . ." 
He expressed astonishment that like children and disobedient ser¬ 
vants, restless Indians and insolent Negroes "another tribe more nu¬ 
merous and powerful than all the rest [had] grown discontented." 
Chiding his wife for being "saucy," he trivialized her argument by 
claiming that men were, in practice "the subjects. We have only the 
name of masters." 7 A problem outside of definition and discourse 
could not be taken seriously. And yet, for an instant, John Adams 
allowed himself to think seriously on the subject—her code of laws, 
if enacted, would lead to social disorder: "Depend upon it, we know 
better than to repeal our Masculine systems." 8 

Here we see, in its extreme manifestation, the impact on History 
of men's power to define. Having established patriarchy as the foun¬ 
dation of the family and the state, it appeared immutable and be¬ 
came the very definition of social order. To challenge it was both 
ludicrous and profoundly threatening. 

At the time Aristotle defined the rightness of slavery, the issue 
of the humanity of the slave was debatable but not yet political. By 
1787 the founders of the new republic had to recognize the human¬ 
ity of the slave and deal with its denial as a controversial political 
issue. The statement that the slave may be fully human yet for 
purposes of political power distribution (among the masters) may be 
counted as only three-fifths human and not at all as a citizen, was 
so profound a contradiction in a Christian nation founded on demo- 
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cratic principles that it made the end of slavery inevitable in less 
than a century. But for women nothing at all had changed in terms 
of the debate since the time of Aristotle. As far as the definition of 
humanity was concerned, they were still defined as incomplete and 
marginal, a sort of sub-species. As far as the polity was concerned, 
they were not even recognized sufficiently to be coddled with the 
sop of "virtual representation." The issue defined as a social problem 
can enter political debate and struggle. The issue defined out, re¬ 
mains silenced, outside the polity. 

This ultimate consequence of men's power to define—the power 
to define what is a political issue and what is not—has had a pro¬ 
found effect on women's struggle for their own emancipation. Es¬ 
sentially, it has forced thinking women to waste much time and en¬ 
ergy on defensive arguments; it has channeled their thinking into 
narrow fields; it has retarded their coming into consciousness as a 
collective entity and has literally aborted and distorted the intellec¬ 
tual talents of women for thousands of years. 

In the literature dealing with the subject of women in history the 
emphasis has been on the various discriminations and disabilities un¬ 
der which women have lived. Structural, legal and economic in¬ 
equalities between men and women have held the focus of attention, 
with educational deprivation seen mostly as yet another form of eco¬ 
nomic discrimination in that it restricted women's access to re¬ 
sources and self-support. I focus in this study on the educational 
disadvantaging of women as a major force in determining women's 
individual and collective consciousness and thus a major force in de¬ 
termining women's political behavior. 

The systematic educational disadvantaging of women has affected 
women's self-perceptions, their ability to conceptualize their own 
situation and their ability to conceive of societal solutions to improve 
it. Not only has it affected women individually, but far more impor¬ 
tant, it has altered women's relationship to thought and to history. 
Women, for far longer than any other structured group in society, 
have lived in a condition of trained ignorance, alienated from their 
own collective experience through the denial of the existence of 
Women's History. Even more important, women have for millennia 
been forced to prove to themselves and to others their capacity for 
full humanity and their capacity for abstract thought. This has skewed 
the intellectual development of women as a group, since their major 
intellectual endeavor had to be to counteract the pervasive patriar¬ 
chal assumptions of their inferiority and incompleteness as human 
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beings. It is this basic fact about their condition which explains why 
women's major intellectual enterprise for more than a thousand years 
was to re-conceptualize religion in such a way as to allow for wom¬ 
en's equal and central role in the Christian drama of the Fall and 
Redemption. Women's striving for emancipation was acted out in 
the arena of religion long before women could conceive of political 
solutions for their situation. 

The next issue through which women's quest for equality found 
expression was the struggle for access to education. Here, again, 
women were forced for hundreds of years not only to argue for their 
right to equal education, but first to prove their capacity to be edu¬ 
cated at all. This exhausted the energies of the most talented women 
and retarded their intellectual development. Further, up until the 
end of the 19th century in Europe and the United States, women in 
order to be educated had to forgo their sexual and reproductive lives— 
they had to choose between wifehood and motherhood on the one 
hand and education on the other. No group of men in history ever 
had to make such a choice or pay such a price for intellectual growth. 

For many centuries the talents of women were directed not toward 
self-development but toward realizing themselves through the de¬ 
velopment of a man. Women, conditioned for millennia to accept 
the patriarchal definition of their role, have sexually and emotionally 
serviced men and nurtured them in a way that allowed men of talent 
a fuller development and a more intensive degree of specialization 
than women have ever had. The sexual division of labor which has 
allotted to women the major responsibility for domestic services and 
the nurturance of children has freed men from the cumbersome de¬ 
tails of daily survival activities, while it disproportionately has bur¬ 
dened women with them. Women have had less spare time and above 
all less uninterrupted time in which to reflect, to think and to write. 
The psychological support from intimacy and love has been far more 
readily available to talented men than to talented women. Had there 
been a man behind each brilliant woman, there would have been 
women of achievement in history equal to the numbers of men of 
achievement. 

On the other hand it can be argued that throughout the millennia 
of their subordination the kind of knowledge women acquired was 
more nearly correct and adequate than was the knowledge of men. 
It was knowledge not based on theoretical propositions and on works 
collected in books, but practical knowledge derived from essential 
social interaction with their families, their children, their neighbors. 
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Such knowledge was its own reward in making women aware of 
their essential role in maintaining life, family and community. Like 
men of subordinate castes, classes and races, women have all along 
had thorough knowledge of how the world works and how people 
work within it and with each other. This is survival knowledge for 
the oppressed, who must maneuver in a world in which they are 
excluded from structured power and who must know how to manip¬ 
ulate those in power to gain maximum protection for themselves and 
their children. The conditions under which they lived forced women 
to develop interpersonal skills and sensitivities, as have other op¬ 
pressed groups. Their skill and knowledge were not made available 
to society as a whole because of patriarchal hegemony and instead 
found expression in what we now call women's culture. I will show 
in this book how women transformed the concepts and assumptions 
of male thought and subtly subverted male thought so as to incor¬ 
porate women's cultural knowledge and viewpoint. This tension be¬ 
tween patriarchal hegemony and women's re-definition is a feature 
of historical process we have hitherto neglected to describe and ob¬ 
serve. 

Women have also been deprived of "cultural prodding," the es¬ 
sential dialogue and encounter with persons of equal education and 
standing. Shut out of institutions of higher learning for centuries 
and treated with condescension or derision, educated women have 
had to develop their own social networks in order for their thoughts, 
ideas and work to find audiences and resonance. And finally, the fact 
that women were denied knowledge of the existence of Women's 
History decisively and negatively affected their intellectual develop¬ 
ment as a group. Women who did not know that others like them 
had made intellectual contributions to knowledge and to creative 
thought were overwhelmed by the sense of their own inferiority or, 
conversely, the sense of the dangers of their daring to be different. 
Without knowledge of women's past, no group of women could test 
their own ideas against those of their equals, those who had come 
out of similar conditions and similar life situations. Every thinking 
woman had to argue with the "great man" in her head, instead of 
being strengthened and encouraged by her foremothers. For think¬ 
ing women, the absence of Women's History was perhaps the most 
serious obstacle of all to their intellectual growth. 

This book attempts to trace the creation of feminist consciousness 
in Western Europe and the United States from approximately the 
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7th century A.D. to 1870. While we can assume that as long as 
patriarchy existed there must have been women who thought in op¬ 
position to it, we cannot verify that assumption by the use of pri¬ 
mary sources until the Christian era. While we do have some pri¬ 
mary sources for Classical Antiquity, such as the writings of Sappho 
and her school, these represent isolated voices that found neither 
echo nor response for centuries. For the purposes of this study I 
have based my inquiry on the extant written record of women's 
thought and that essentially, in Western civilization, begins in the 
7th century A.D. 

As for the cut-off date of my periodization, I am interested in 
the stages of development prior to the historic moment when in 
Europe and the United States significant numbers of women attained 
feminist consciousness, a moment marked by the appearance of or¬ 
ganized movements for women's rights, roughly in the third quarter 
of the 19th century. I have included in my research the written 
evidence of women's thought from the early medieval period on up 
to the 1870s and I have left out of consideration all the writings of 
women in the organized feminist movement, with the exception of 
writings on religion and on Women's History, which seem to de¬ 
mand a different periodization. Admittedly, this is not a particularly 
neat periodization and it runs counter to the historiography on the 
subject, which has been much concerned with recording the imme¬ 
diate, short-range origins of the women's movement and the His¬ 
tory of that movement. 

It is a well established insight regarding Women's History that 
the customary periodization of traditional history is not appropriate 
to it and must be used with great caution. Since for so long in their 
history women were not active or visible in the public arena of war¬ 
fare and politics most of them were affected differently than were 
men by the historical changes set up as signposts in the traditional 
historical narrative. The historiographic emphasis on the organized 
women's movement reflects traditional interest in organized political 
activity in the public realm. This is an important and useful subject 
for historical inquiry and interpretation, but it tends to obscure other 
aspects of Women's History: the continuity and tradition of wom¬ 
en's long-range resistance to patriarchy and the factors which have 
brought about changes in women's consciousness of their own situ¬ 
ation. It is these two themes that interest me and have determined 
the organization of this book. 

This book is not an intellectual History of women nor is it a 
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comprehensive synthesis of women's ideas. The latter is desperately 
needed and my hope is that the present work will inspire others to 
undertake it. I am focusing on certain basic themes in the develop¬ 
ment of women's consciousness of their own situation in society. Of 
necessity, the tracing out of these themes will lead to certain theo¬ 
retical insights, chief among them the differences between men and 
women in their relationship to historical process and to the creation 
of mental constructs. It is my belief that once these differences are 
defined and recognized we will at last be able to construct a new 
recorded History based on a synthesis of traditional (men's) History 
and the History of women. 

It was under patriarchal hegemony in thought, values, institutions 
and resources that women had to struggle to form their own fem¬ 
inist consciousness. I define feminist consciousness as the awareness 
of women that they belong to a subordinate group; that they have 
suffered wrongs as a group; that their condition of subordination is 
not natural, but is societally determined; that they must join with 
other women to remedy these wrongs; and finally, that they must 
and can provide an alternate vision of societal organization in which 
women as well as men will enjoy autonomy and self-determination. 9 
Historians have traditionally located the development of feminist 
consciousness in the 19th century, coinciding with and manifested 
through the development of a political woman's rights movement. 
But historians of Women's History have begun to trace a much ear¬ 
lier development of feminist thought. Some have located it in the 
works of 17th-century English writers, such as Mary Astell, Bathsua 
Makin, Aphra Behn; others have claimed its origin in the work of 
the 15th-century French author Christine de Pizan. 10 By defining 
the term "feminist consciousness" the way I have, I can include the 
earliest stages of women's resistance to patriarchal ideas and show 
that this kind of feminist oppositional thought developed over a far 
longer period. 

The development of women's feminist consciousness took place 
in different stages and over hundreds of years. This development for 
a long time took the form of isolated insights by individual women, 
which did not reverberate in their time and were lost to future gen¬ 
erations. I will attempt to trace the different stages of the develop¬ 
ment of women's group consciousness and discuss the circumstances 
under which these stages occur. 

Of necessity this combination of a thematic and a chronological 
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approach will create problems for the reader. At times I will not be 
able to deal with the historical development of an idea, an intellec¬ 
tual or a social movement as fully as I would wish, since I am not 
so much writing a history as seeking to trace historical patterns. The 
subject will be covered over a vast span of time and space: nearly 
1200 years of history ( from A.D. 700 to 1870) in England, France, 
the German and Italian realms, and in its more limited time span, 
the United States of America. Inevitably, the selection of the coun¬ 
tries to be studied is made on the basis of one's own training and 
knowledge of languages. And so, at the outset, I must admit that 
this book is centered on Western European cultures, not because I 
think that entirely desirable—I would consider a cross-culturally 
comparative approach to be more effective—but because I could not 
have written it otherwise. On the other hand, both in this and the 
preceding volume, I have been studying the origins of patriarchy and 
its development in Western civilization, and as such the countries 
and periods studied are quite appropriate. 

I believe that what Mary Beard called "long history" is especially 
important for understanding the history of women. Only by looking 
at a long time-span and by comparing different histories and cul¬ 
tures can we begin to see major developmental patterns and essential 
differences in the way historical events affect women and men. It is 
by now evident that technological, economic and political innova¬ 
tions which decisively affected men had quite a different impact on 
women. Thus, only by studying the "long history" of women's ed¬ 
ucational disadvantaging can one see its long-range impact on wom¬ 
en's ability to develop economic alternatives to support by marriage 
and understand why women's emancipation was so greatly retarded 
historically in comparison with the emancipation movements of other 
disadvantaged groups. 

In a thematic survey of this sort it is difficult to strike the right 
balance between groups of subjects to be studied and individuals to 
be featured as "outstanding" or "typical." I have in each chapter 
tried to highlight and treat at some length the life and work of at 
least one woman, while including others with only a brief summary 
of their biographies. Since women's intellectual product has been so 
greatly influenced by constraints on the lives of all women, the life 
and the work of a woman need to be considered in close interrela¬ 
tion. For women, the decision to take up the life of the intellect has 
frequently meant giving up sexual or maternal lives. Conversely, 
certain intellectual insights and advances could be made by women 
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only at life stages when they could be economically and emotionally 
independent of men. In the modern period, for some women, their 
choice of a liberated lifestyle has been used to discredit their intel¬ 
lectual work. Thought and life are inextricably connected for women; 
the form of this book attempts to express this connection. 

Today, when historians and literary scholars are very much aware 
of the differences within large groups, that is, the factors of race, 
ethnicity, class, religion, any attempt at making generalizations is 
suspect and full of pitfalls. Still, in order to understand differences 
between men and women as groups, such generalizations need to be 
attempted. It is quite true that the group of women I am studying 
in this book is largely white, upper-class, wealthy or economically 
privileged, but that is precisely the problematic of women's intellec¬ 
tual history: for women, far longer than for men, education was a 
class privilege. I have, throughout, included whatever I could find of 
the lives and works of less privileged women, of middle- and lower- 
class women, of women of oppressed groups, such as African- 
Americans and Jews. 

There is a strong connection here to the question of the "women 
of genius," and of "outstanding women" or "notables" and "wor¬ 
thies." The latter categories have long been suspect in Women's 
History because the bias of patriarchally framed selection has tended 
to make only those women "notable" and "worthy" who did what 
men did and what men recognize as important. I have tried to avoid 
this obvious pitfall in selecting the women to be discussed, by focus¬ 
ing only on what women wrote and thought about themselves and 
other women. But in dealing with the intellectual product of women 
these issues become a good deal more complex than, when dealing 
with social history. The systematic long-range educational depriva¬ 
tion of women has guaranteed that for centuries the only women 
who could get an education and partake of any kind of tradition of 
learning were women of the nobility. Further, even after the inven¬ 
tion of printing, access to printing (and with it to posterity or re¬ 
corded History) was essentially a class privilege. The sources avail¬ 
able for finding out what women thought and reasoned are the sources 
that survived. They are subject to the above-defined bias of selection 
well into the middle of the 17th century. I am assuming, that for 
every woman whose diary, letters, tracts or visions survived, there 
were many others with equal talent and reasoning ability whose rec¬ 
ords were lost or destroyed. Oppression brings with it the hegemony 
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of the thought and ideas of the dominant; thus women's oppression 
has meant that much of their mental product and creation has been 
lost forever. The historian wishing to restore to the historical record 
the silenced voices and the obliterated traces has to accept severe 
limitations. 

Why then use the term "women of genius" at all and why single 
out some of them for special attention? I have done so because the 
struggle for women's emancipation has historically always begun with 
a defense of women's intellectual equality. Even this late in the de¬ 
velopment of Women's History, contemporary women and men still 
doubt that some of the most outstanding intellectual achievements 
of Western civilization were made by women as well as by men. 
Why have there been no female system-builders, no Kant, no Marx, 
no Freud? Why have there been no great female intellectual inno¬ 
vators? I believe there have been such women, and we have not 
sufficiently respected them in the narrative of the past. I also be¬ 
lieve, and will show, that women of great talent were kept from 
realizing their talents fully by the constraints patriarchy imposed on 
them. Last, I am assuming and demonstrating in this book that the 
terms of these constraints fell on all women in some measure, re¬ 
gardless of other determinants in their lives, and that this fact is 
what needed to be identified and named in developing feminist con¬ 
sciousness. The conditions under which women thought themselves 
free of patriarchy were conditions imposed upon them by patriarchy. 
In short, a woman of whatever talent had less chance of developing 
it than did her brother. 

Which women to include in this study, out of the large numbers 
of women whose lives and works I have studied, presented a difficult 
problem. My subject is the rise of feminist consciousness, thus I 
excluded all women whose work was not concerned with the eman¬ 
cipation of women. On the other hand, I have included many women 
who would not have defined themselves as feminist in their own 
time, even allowing for the fact that the word itself did not appear 
until late in the 19th century. Such women would have denied that 
they were concerned with problems of women as such and several 
of them were explicitly opposed to women's rights movements. I 
have included some of them, such as some female mystics or early 
proponents of women's education, because their work and thought 
directly contributed to the development of feminist consciousness, 
whether they so intended or not. 
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The long history of women's educational disadvantaging, seen as a 
structural and institutional problem, is synthesized in Chapter Two. 
The disadvantaging of women in gaining access to education and in 
participating in educational establishments has been a consistent fea¬ 
ture of patriarchal power in every state for over two thousand years. 
I show the impact educational deprivation had on women's self¬ 
perceptions. The waste of female talent and its cost to individual 
women will be illustrated by three concrete examples. 

In Chapter Three I discuss women's effort to authorize them¬ 
selves to speak and write and to defend their authorship. The chapter 
focuses on the life and work of a woman of genius, Hildegard of 
Bingen, who felt authorized by divine inspiration to speak publicly. 
The chapter deals with her struggles to establish a new role for women 
in public life and to conceptualize an enhanced role for women in 
Christian theology. 

Chapters Four and Five deal with mysticism as an alternative mode 
of thought for women. These chapters detail women's long struggle 
to establish their full and equal humanity by insisting on their abil¬ 
ity to speak to God and to be heard by God. Not only did God speak 
to these female mystics, but they made their contemporaries believe 
that their ecstatic experiences were real. Mystical practice and disci¬ 
pline enabled women to proceed to another level of re-definition— 
in their visions, dreams and writings they asserted the female com¬ 
ponent of the Divine. Chapter Four offers a brief history of mysti¬ 
cism and discusses female mystics of the 11th through the 16th cen¬ 
tury. 

Chapter Five discusses women mystics of the Protestant Refor¬ 
mation and women in heretical sects. It focuses on women who re¬ 
conceptualized Christian theology so as to give'women a more cen¬ 
tral role in redemption. 

Chapter Six discusses the concept of motherhood, both as an idea 
authorizing women to write and as the unifying concept for wom¬ 
en's solidarity. The cult of the Virgin Mary; the lone voices of women 
speaking as mothers; the impact of the Reformation on upgrading 
motherhood and allowing women to justify religious and secular 
thought through their duty as mothers—these are the themes here 
discussed. Finally, the concept of motherhood as the basis of wom¬ 
en's collectivity, which long preceded the concept of sisterhood, is 
studied and analyzed. 

In Chapter Seven I show the waste of talent and insight which 
was due to women's being deprived of knowledge of their own past 
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and of the works of other women. Men develop ideas and systems 
of explanation by absorbing past knowledge and critiquing and 
superseding it. Women, ignorant of their own history, did not know 
what women before them had thought and taught. So, generation 
after generation, they struggled for insights others had already had 
before them. I illustrate this by surveying women's Bible criticism 
over a period of one thousand years and show the endless repetition 
of effort, the constant reinventing of the wheel. 

Chapter Eight discusses how women authorized themselves to think 
and speak through creative talent. These were the innovators who 
simply by-passed patriarchal thought and created alternate worlds. 
The works of writers from Marie de France to Emily Dickinson are 
analyzed to show how they contributed to the development of fem¬ 
inist consciousness. 

Chapter Nine deals with women's long struggle for equal educa¬ 
tion. Women's arguments for their right to learn and their theoret¬ 
ical approach to knowledge from the Renaissance through the 19th 
century are surveyed in this chapter. The development of the argu¬ 
ment for education as it evolved into a feminist argument for equal 
rights is traced and interpreted. 

In their struggle to think for themselves, women had first to de¬ 
fine themselves as central, not as "Other." They did this, as did 
other oppressed groups, by orienting themselves to those like them, 
in this case other women. But women faced far greater obstacles 
than did other groups in this process of thinking their way out of 
oppression. In Chapter Ten I discuss the conditions out of which 
feminist consciousness arises historically and explore whether there 
are any patterns in its appearance. I trace the appearances of female 
clusters and female networks to explore their impact on the group 
consciousness of women. The particular problems of women think¬ 
ers in social spaces in which they are considered equal, but still un¬ 
der male hegemony, is discussed in the case of the women of the 
German Romantic movement. 

The struggle for Women's History is the subject of Chapter Eleven. 
Like men's History, which begins with the kings' lists, Women's 
History features the making of lists, beginning in the Renaissance. 
Other aspects of it are biographies, autobiographies and the records 
of communities, movements and organizations. This is followed by 
actual historical work. The effort to find female role models, hero¬ 
ines and inspired leaders always included respect for practical accom¬ 
plishments in the world, not only for abstract knowledge. The chap- 
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ter ends with a discussion of the 19th-century woman's movement 
and its efforts at creating and preserving history and briefly touches 
upon the historic significance of the 20th-century Women's History 
movement. 

In Chapter Twelve I synthesize the theoretical principles that dis¬ 
tinguish men's relations to historical process from those of women 
and discuss the significance of my findings. 



TWO/-- 

The Educational 
Disadvantaging of Women 


In the 1850s Sarah Grimke (1792-1873), then sixty-two years old, 
left the household of her sister and brother-in-law, Angelina and 
Theodore Weld, and made an effort to pursue a career of her own. 
She corresponded with lawyers and doctors of her acquaintance and 
explored the possibility of getting professional training. She worked 
in public libraries, hoping to create a compilation of laws pertaining 
to women in the different states in order to expose their unfairness. 
All her inquiries resulted in discouragement. The study of law was 
still closed to women; the study of medicine was unthinkable for a 
woman her age. Sarah Grimke, having seventeen years earlier pro¬ 
duced the first coherent argument for the emancipation of women 
penned by an American, felt deeply discouraged. "The powers of my 
mind have never been allowed expansion," she complained in a let¬ 
ter to a friend. 1 

Sarah Grimke summarized her sense of personal deprivation and 
attempted to generalize from it with a program for equal education 
outlined in an essay fragment which was never published: 

With me learning was a passion. . . . Had I received the education 
I craved and been bred to the profession of the law, I might have been 
a useful member of society, and instead of myself and my property 
being taken care of, I might have been a protector of the helpless. . . . 

Many a woman shudders ... at the terrible eclipse of those intel¬ 
lectual powers which in early life seemed prophetic of usefulness and 
happiness. ... It is because we feel we have powers which are crushed. 


• 21 • 
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responsibilities which we are not permitted to exercise . . . rights vested 
in us as moral and intellectual beings which are utterly ignored and 
trampled upon . . . it is because we feel this so keenly we now demand 
an equal education with man . 2 

In this pathetic and futile outcry, Grimke gave voice to the suffering 
and deprivation of millions of women who had been denied an edu¬ 
cation, and identified that deprivation as a crucial problem of their 
condition as a group. The significance of that deprivation in deter¬ 
mining the development of women's emancipation is even today still 
inadequately understood. 

As we survey the history of women's education in Europe and 
later in the United States, we can make two generalizations: women 
are almost universally educationally disadvantaged in comparison with 
their brothers, and education is, for those few women able to obtain 
it, distinctly a class privilege. 

Historically, education has served a utilitarian purpose by train¬ 
ing persons in the specific skills needed by a given society. Such 
education was, for millennia, family-based in the form of appren¬ 
ticeship. While resources and opportunities in family-based educa¬ 
tion were allocated according to a sexual division of labor and were 
designed to fit boys and girls into their gender-defined roles, girls 
could often acquire skills and knowledge equal to that of their broth¬ 
ers. Home-economy skills, while assigned according to ideas of gen¬ 
der division, did equip women with the knowledge necessary for sur¬ 
vival in case of spinster- or widowhood. In the Middle Ages, for 
example, widows frequently carried on an artisan's trade and busi¬ 
ness and were granted guild privileges and status. The development 
of brewing, silk- and textile-making, embroidery and other such fe¬ 
male trades as recognized crafts illustrates this point. Household- 
based education was informal, utilitarian and individualized; it was 
non-literate and offered in the vernacular. Mothers educated daugh¬ 
ters and female servants; fathers educated sons and male servants. 
It must also be remembered, that, statistically, the number of people 
in any given population who were educated to the point of literacy 
remained very small until the 17th century. In the Middle Ages and 
during the Renaissance the vast majority of people were illiterate 
and had no formal schooling. Even later, when education became 
institutionalized and boys, after infancy, were sent outside the home 
to be educated, the early education of children of both sexes was still 
provided by their mothers. Thus the educational disadvantaging of 



The Educational Disadvantaging of Women * 23 


girls did not become obvious for most of the populations of Europe 
until the 16th century and for the American colonies through the 
18th century. Yet it was a reality, as can be seen when we analyze 
educational opportunities for the narrow segment of the population 
which had such opportunities, namely, the nobility and the wealth¬ 
ier urban middle class. With the establishment of universities, dur¬ 
ing the 13th and 14th centuries, education for these classes became 
institutionalized. The universities prepared young men for the min¬ 
istry and for service in the state, and in order to attend universities 
they had to master Latin. When sons began to be prepared for uni¬ 
versity education in academies and preparatory schools, the educa¬ 
tional disadvantaging of women became apparent and the gap in the 
education of boys and girls widened and became firmly institution¬ 
alized. 

In general, education becomes institutionalized when elites—mil¬ 
itary, religious or political—need to assure their position in power 
by means of training a group to serve and perpetuate their interests. 
Whenever that has happened, historically, women were discrimi¬ 
nated against and excluded from the very inception of each system. 
The earliest example is the exclusion of women from training in the 
newly discovered skills of writing and reading in Sumer and Babylon 
of the 2nd millennium B.C., which was discussed in Volume One. 
With a few notable exceptions, such as the education of girls in Sparta 
of Classical Antiquity and the monastic system of education in Eu¬ 
rope, which will be more fully discussed below, girls were disadvan¬ 
taged in every known society of the Western world in regard to the 
length of their training, the content they were taught and the skills 
of their teachers. This followed logically from the purposes of edu¬ 
cation: since women were excluded from military, religious and po¬ 
litical elites, they were considered to have little need for formalized 
learning. On the other hand, daughters of the elites, such as prin¬ 
cesses and noble women who might have to serve as stand-ins for 
sons or husbands, were as carefully tutored and trained as their 
brothers. During the Middle Ages the content of their learning was 
the same and they often shared tutors with their brothers. Education 
was a class privilege for both sexes and served kin and state inter¬ 
ests. It is not surprising therefore to find that almost all the known 
educated women from Antiquity to the 16th century A.D. were 
members of the nobility. 3 

In the early Middle Ages formal learning could be acquired only 
through tutors or in religious institutions. For many centuries learned 
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women appear only in convents, with the exception of a few noble 
women at certain courts. The spread of nunneries is therefore a rough 
indicator of the spread of learning among women. 

In the first several centuries of the Christian era, when saints and 
missionaries spread Christianity to the heathen tribes of Europe, 
women's participation was welcomed and their active role was en¬ 
couraged. They joined male missionaries in proselytizing and preaching 
and helped to convert members of their own families by holding 
religious observances in their homes. In the first three centuries of 
the Christian era, widows and unmarried women, known as can- 
onesses, lived in communities ruled by deaconesses, devoting them¬ 
selves to a life of common prayer and the preparation of other women 
for Christian baptism. Deaconesses and canonesses also tended the 
sick and ministered to the poor. This tradition was expanded and 
formalized in the early Middle Ages with the spread of monastic life. 

In the 7th century more women entered monastic life than ever 
before. In France/Belgium and Britain this can be seen from the 
dramatic increase in the number of women's monastic houses being 
established. Whereas a century earlier about 10 percent of all mo¬ 
nastic houses had been established for women, during the 7th cen¬ 
tury over 30 percent were women's houses. 4 This increased religious 
activity of women coincided with the process of converting the Franks 
and Anglo-Saxons to Christianity. The Church encouraged women's 
role as proselytizers within their own families. Noble families, in 
turn, derived not only religious but economic gains from founding 
religious houses as part of their landed estates. Such cloisters became 
refuges for unmarried daughters or widows, and often reverted to 
the donor's family after the death of the founding abbess. 

The same period also saw the flourishing of dual monasteries in 
Britain and on the European continent. Many of these were orga¬ 
nized so that the nuns could benefit from the protection, physical 
labor and spiritual guidance of male religious. Since most double 
monasteries were administered by abbesses, or jointly by an abbot 
and abbess, they fostered women's leadership. Laon, one of the larg¬ 
est Frankish double monasteries, housed three hundred nuns under 
the supervision of St. Salaberga. St. Gertrude of Nivelles shared the 
rule of the convent with St. Amand, but she retained supreme au¬ 
thority. Under Abbess Gertrude's guidance Nivelles developed into 
a center of learning. She herself was a collector of books and she 
encouraged her nuns to learn and read poetry. Queen Balthild founded 
the abbey of Chelles on the ruins of an abandoned convent around 
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658 and developed it into a famous institution, in which the nuns 
wrote the lives of several women saints. Its reputation for fostering 
learning attracted so many men that by the end of the century Chelles 
was a double monastery. 5 In Britain, Hilda (—d.680), the great-niece 
of King Edwin of Northumbria, entered the religious life in her thir¬ 
ties. She was called by Aidan of Lindisfarne to help him convert the 
Northumbrians. She founded several convents but is best known for 
becoming the abbess of Whitby, a double monastery famous for its 
learning. While she was abbess she hosted the Synod of Whitby in 
664. She is outstanding among a number of learned nuns who worked 
and lived in dual monasteries. 

A century later, Lioba, an English nun at Thanet, was taught by 
Abbess Eadburga to memorize divine laws as poetry. She later com¬ 
posed religious poetry herself and was a skilled classicist. At his re¬ 
quest she followed St. Boniface to Germany in 748 and aided him in 
Christianizing it by setting up convents. She became abbess of Bis- 
chofsheim and served there twenty-eight years, combining manual 
labor with the study of Latin and patristic literature. 6 

Even after the waning of the double monasteries the tradition of 
powerful abbesses continued. In the 11th century, the abbess of 
Maubeuge had authority not only over her monasteries but over the 
city and territory owned by it. The abbesses of Regensburg were 
princesses of the Holy Roman Empire and sent their .deputies to 
national assemblies. The abbesses of Herford and Quedlinburg fur¬ 
nished military contingents to the Emperor's army and were repre¬ 
sented in diets of the Empire. 7 

In the early Middle Ages, when warfare was endemic and the 
sons of the nobility were mainly trained in martial skills, their sis¬ 
ters may, as a group, have had more formal learning than they did. 
Clothilde, the daughter of the Burgundian king, who lived in the 5th 
century and who converted her husband, the Frankish King Clovis, 
to Christianity, may have done so under the influence of her supe¬ 
rior education. In the 6th century, Radegund, a Thuringian princess 
(c.530-587), was captured by Chlotar, the youngest son of Clovis, 
when she was still a child and brought to the French court, where 
she was raised to become Chlotar's queen. Educated at a French con¬ 
vent, she could read and write Latin with ease and composed an 
elegy in which she compared the fall of Thuringia, when her father 
and relatives had been killed by the invaders, to the fall of Troy. 
Like the Trojan women, she too was removed from her home by the 
victors to become the sexual property of her captor. Her married life 
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was most unhappy, since Chlotar, like other Frankish kings, prac¬ 
ticed polygamy and had five wives. He was brutal to her and re¬ 
sented her piety and the fact she bore him no children. When Chlo¬ 
tar murdered her brother, Radegund fled under the protection of 
Bishop Medard and became a nun. Later she founded a cloister in 
Poitiers, where she lived with two hundred nuns and which became 
an educational center with a poet in residence. 

All through the Middle Ages, royal and noble women founded 
and endowed convents, in which the daughters of the nobility and 
some of the poor, at times boys and girls together, received educa¬ 
tion in religion, Latin, reading, writing, simple arithmetic and chants. 
All girls received domestic training and instruction in needlework, 
spinning and weaving. Certain nunneries specialized in the produc¬ 
tion of fine embroidery, others in transcribing and illuminating 
manuscripts. Some nuns were trained in these highly specialized skills, 
others were skilled in medicine and surgery. 8 

In the 10th and 11th centuries several famous canonical abbeys 
were founded in Saxony, among these Gandersheim and Quedlin- 
burg. There a tradition of female scholarship developed which would 
give rise to outstanding achievement. Abbess Gerberga II of Gander¬ 
sheim, herself the daughter of Henry, Duke of Bavaria, was the teacher 
of the nun Hrosvitha, one of the first outstanding female literary 
figures in Europe. In later centuries, religious houses would train 
not only their own novitiates but also the daughters of the nobility 
and rising bourgeoisie. An example of the way in which a convent 
could foster learning and scholarship was the Paraclete, founded in 
the 12th century by Abelard and left under the guidance of Heloise, 
herself one of the most learned women of the age. Abelard encour¬ 
aged the nuns of the Paraclete to study not only the Bible but to 
learn Latin, Greek and Hebrew in order to understand and instruct 
others in the biblical text. In the rule for the order he provided that 
there should be reading and instruction going on at the convent dur¬ 
ing all the daytime hours. 9 

It is arguable whether the gender-based privilege of formal edu¬ 
cation seriously disadvantaged women at least until the rise of uni¬ 
versities. The vast majority of the population was, at any rate, illit¬ 
erate and depended on informal, family-based skill training. For men, 
as well as for women, education was a class privilege. But there was 
an important difference—the Church educated poor boys for the 
ministry, while for centuries access to nunneries for girls depended 
on their families' ability to provide a dowry. 
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Until the 12th century, Latin was taught in most convents, which 
meant that the nuns could read not only the Bible and the Church 
fathers but Latin verse and secular literature. Coincident with the 
rise of the universities and the acceptance of Latin as the language 
of the university-educated male clergy, the use and teaching of Latin 
dramatically declined in the convents. One reason for this decline 
may have been the great increase in female religious expression and 
activities, starting with the 11th century, which encouraged the 
translation of the Bible and of religious literature into the vernacu¬ 
lar. Many of the women mystics of the 11th-14th centuries wrote 
in the vernacular. (See Chapter Four.) Regardless of whether the 
causes for this educational decline were negative or positive for women, 
the effect was a widening of the gap of educational opportunity be¬ 
tween males and females. 

On the lowest level of educational access, urbanization brought 
the development of lay schools, taught by parish priests and lay 
scholars, in which boys of the poorest classes were offered the rudi¬ 
ments of learning—reading, writing and ciphering sufficient to qual¬ 
ify them for urban employments. There are also a few cases known 
of lay schools for girls run by schoolmistresses in the High Middle 
Ages. 10 

In the 15th century the founding of urban grammar schools for 
the poor in France opened up some educational opportunities to girls 
as well as boys. But in these schools, as in similar schools for the 
poor in Britain and the United States well into the 19th century, girls 
were taught only the rudiments of signing, reading, numbers and 
religion. Some talented boys, even of the poorer classes, could have 
access to higher education through scholarships; for girls education 
ended at the elementary level. 11 

In general then, the institutionalization of higher education in 
the universities led to increasing class divisions for men, in which 
access to education became one means of structuring permanent class 
differences. These differences also accentuated gender divisions and 
made them more rigid. 

In this dreary landscape of educational discrimination against 
women, extending over more than a millennium, there appear sev¬ 
eral islands of privileged space for women. From these emerge groups 
of educated women, exceptional for their attainments only because 
of the abysmal ignorance out of which they appear and against which 
they are measured. Such privileged spaces were the double monas¬ 
teries of the 7th and 8th centuries, the nunneries earlier discussed 
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as centers of learning in the 8th-13th centuries, the urban centers 
of Holland and the Rhineland in which the beguinage movement 
flourished in the 12th century, the courts of some of the cities of 
Renaissance Italy and France, and centers of the Protestant Refor¬ 
mation, It is in these privileged spaces that the small number of 
learned women appear. While we will be dealing with them individ¬ 
ually in later chapters, it might be well here to analyze what they 
had in common and what patterns seem to emerge from their lives. 

We can generalize that up until the late 17th century a woman's 
chances for acquiring any education at all were best if she were the 
daughter of wealth or rank; a daughter in a family without sons; 
and if her father were enlightened on the subject of women's educa¬ 
bility. Such combinations were rare, but they did exist. The edu¬ 
cated princesses of the Carolingian court have often been noted. 
Charlemagne, himself an illiterate patron of learning, had all his 
daughters instructed by tutors, among them the great scholar Al- 
cuin. The latter also instructed the Emperor's sister, Gisela, who was 
learned enough to read the works of Bede and to give criticism to 
Alcuin on his commentary on the Gospel of St. John. In later life, 
she retired to the abbey of Chelles. Judith, the second wife of Char¬ 
lemagne's successor, Louis the Pious, was a patron of learning. Many 
writers dedicated their works to her and she commissioned Florus of 
Lyon to write a world history for her. 12 

Many learned women were instructed by their fathers, such as 
Christine de Pizan in the 14th century, the Renaissance scholars Laura 
Cereta, Caterina Caldiera, Alessandra Scala, Olimpia Morata and the 
daughters of Sir Thomas More. The few Jewish women known to 
us for their learning were educated by their fathers and sometimes 
by their husbands. The three daughters of the famous Hebrew scholar 
Rashi, who lived in France 1040-1105, were learned in Hebrew and 
wrote commentary on talmudic law to substitute for their father 
when he was sick. Miriam Luria was a rabbinic scholar in Italy in 
the 13th century, as was Paula Dei Mansi, who translated and edited 
a collection of Bible commentaries. Nothing is known of their back¬ 
ground. Rebecca Tiktiner wrote and published a book of moral 
teachings, selections from the Talmud and poetry addressed to women. 
Eva Bacharach was an expert on biblical writings and commentary. 
Both women lived in Prague in the 16th century and were the 
daughters of learned rabbis. 13 The tradition of "educated daughters 
of educated men," to use Virgina Woolf's felicitous phrase, contin- 
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tied through the centuries, down to the children of Bronson Alcott 
and to Margaret Fuller in 19th-century America. 

Other women were educated by private tutors they shared with 
their brothers, such as Isotta and Ginevra Nogarola, Cassandra Fe- 
dele, Ippolita Sforza. While a number of the great ruling families of 
the Italian Renaissance produced several learned women, only one, 
Cecilia Gonzaga, joined her brothers in the pioneering school, La 
Giocosa, founded by her father, the Marquis of Mantua, and led by 
the famous humanities scholar Vittorino da Feltre. It is not astonish¬ 
ing that among the noted learned women were a number of ruling 
queens, such as Eleanor of Aquitaine (12th century). Marguerite de 
Navarre, Elizabeth I of England. These were women who from in¬ 
fancy were trained to be stand-ins for ruling men, if the need should 
arise, and they were therefore trained to fulfill such roles as men 
would. 

The fame and notoriety of "learned women" of the Middle Ages 
and the early Renaissance attest to their rarity—with a few excep¬ 
tions, they were noted more for existing at all than for their accom¬ 
plishments. 14 Up to the 17th century, learned women are extremely 
rare. We can identify perhaps thirty learned nuns in the period up 
to 1400, and some of the most accomplished of these, such as Hil- 
degard of Bingen and Mechthild of Magdeburg, were unable to write 
in Latin. In the period 1350-1530, which is regarded by historians 
as a time when learned women are particularly numerous, a leading 
scholar on the subject, Margaret King, has identified no more than 
thirty-five such women in Italy. The medievalist Roland Bainton, in 
his three-volume work on women of the Reformation in Europe, 
adds no more than ten names of learned women to those mentioned 
by King. One can safely say that up to 1700 there are fewer than 
300 learned women in Western Europe known to historians. 15 

We have seen that during the Middle Ages only women wealthy 
enough to afford the necessary dowry to enter a convent or those 
who were members of ruling families had access to education. Mar¬ 
garet King has found that all of the learned women of the Italian 
Renaissance came from wealthy families. With urbanization, from 
the 13th century onward we find small numbers of women from 
middle-class families among the educated. Until the end of the 16th 
century the generalization that, for women, education is a class priv¬ 
ilege holds unchallenged. A law promulgated by King Henry VIII of 
England illustrates this dramatically. It "prohibited all women other 
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than gentle- and noble-women together with artificers, journeymen, 
husbandmen, labourers and serving men . . . from reading the Bi¬ 
ble in English either in private or to others." 16 While the purpose 
of the legislation was probably to discourage the spread of radical 
sectarianism, the fact that all women except noblewomen are classed 
with lower-class men shows how class is defined differently for women 
than for men. 

Another generalization that can be made about these learned 
women is that they were mostly single, frequently cloistered or se¬ 
questered from society, or widowed. There is a general pattern of 
intellectual precodousness, which was encouraged in their youth, but 
severely discouraged later in life. Several of these women were forced 
into early marriages by their families and, inevitably, their intellec¬ 
tual life ceased with marriage. Others resisted such pressure by en¬ 
tering convents. Only a very few were able to resume their studies 
after raising families or upon widowhood. They were forced to choose 
between the life of a woman or the life of the mind. There was no 
accepted role for a woman to lead a "normal" woman's life and also 
to think. What the cost of such narrow choices was for individual 
women we can see in considering several concrete examples. What 
the cost was to sodety in general through the loss of talent and 
intellectual work of half the population cannot be estimated. But we 
might well ponder the fact that it was not until the first decades of 
the 20th century that in the United States and several other indus¬ 
trialized nations there existed the possibility for women to combine 
a sexual and reproductive life with the life of the intellect. To this 
day such choices do not exist for most women in the underdeveloped 
world. 

One kind of cost for her daring to think and write was exacted 
from one Gaudairenca, wife of the troubadour Raimon de Miraval. 
According to an anecdote told about him, "Miraval . . . said to his 
wife, he did not want a wife who could write poetry; one troubadour 
in the house was sufficient; she should prepare to return to the house 
of her father, because he no longer considered her his wife." What 
became of the offending poet we do not know. What we do know is 
that none of her poems survived. 17 

Isotta Nogarola (1418-66) provides an example of a different kind 
of solution for the thinking woman faced with male disapproval and 
discouragement for her intellectual efforts. Known as the most learned 
woman of the century, she and her sister Ginevra had received an 
excellent education by a humanist tutor. At age eighteen she began 
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to correspond with male humanists in the circle of Guarino of Ve¬ 
rona, who had been her tutor's teacher. She hoped to enter into 
their circle by way of such intellectual correspondence and was en¬ 
couraged when Guarino was shown her letters and praised them to 
a friend. Yet he did not answer the letters she addressed to him, 
which made her the subject of ridicule by her female friends for 
having dared to approach so great a man and expect a reply. Isotta 
wrote Guarino once again and said: 

There are already so many women in the world! Why then . . . was I 
born a woman, to be scorned by men in words and deeds. I ask myself 
this question in solitude. . . . For they jeer at me throughout the city, 
the women mock me . . . 18 

This letter finally drew an encouraging reply from Guarino. But 
other men with whom she corresponded told her that she must "be¬ 
come a man," if she wanted to continue writing. And one anony¬ 
mous writer in Verona in 1438 accused Isotta of incest with her 
brother and linked this accusation with an attack on all learned women: 
"an eloquent woman is never chaste; and the behavior of many learned 
women also confirms this truth." 19 These attacks so discouraged No- 
garola that she stopped writing for three years. Then she arrived at 
an unusual decision: she would neither marry nor become a nun but 
would live her life as a recluse in her own home shared with her 
mother and devote herself to religious studies. This role for a woman 
intellectual was approved by society because it continued the tradi¬ 
tion of learned women religious. Nogarola lived that way for twenty- 
five years, producing an important theological tract in the brief in¬ 
terlude in which she engaged in an intellectual platonic friendship 
with the humanist Ludovico Foscarini. When, at age thirty-five, she 
unexpectedly received a proposal of marriage from another man, she 
asked Foscarini's advice. He urged her to keep the vow of chastity 
she had imposed on herself for the sake of her intellectual develop¬ 
ment. She accepted his advice, but from that time forward was re¬ 
peatedly ill. The price paid by Isotta Nogarola for being a thinking 
woman and keeping her respectability was isolation from other in¬ 
tellectuals and lifelong chastity. It was a price no male intellectual 
has ever been forced to pay and it should not be confused with the 
choice of a religious life freely chosen by other men and women. 

Isotta Nogarola's acceptance of the culturally approved gender role 
for a thinking woman was shared by her contemporaries Cecilia 
Gonzaga and Maddalena Scrovegni. Although this decision was greeted 
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by praise for these women on the part of male intellectuals, it re¬ 
sulted in little or no intellectual productivity. These learned women 
and those others who had chosen marriage never repeated the intel¬ 
lectual feats of their adolescent years or fulfilled their intellectual 
promise. There simply was no acceptable social role during the Re¬ 
naissance for a thinking woman who did not renounce her sexual¬ 
ity. 20 Their life stories tell of thwarted ambitions, aborted talents 
and long despairing silences. 

The Protestant Reformation resulted in the spreading of schools 
in general and in particular in improved educational opportunities 
for girls. This was especially obvious in the German states, where 
Protestant reformers such as Philipp Melanchton, Martin Bucer, An¬ 
dreas Muculus and Johann Agricola advocated the creation of ele¬ 
mentary and secondary schools for both boys and girls. During the 
17th century school attendance was made mandatory for children of 
both sexes in Thuringia, Wiirttemberg and many other German ter¬ 
ritories. Still, after a century of spectacular growth, the educational 
disadvantaging of girls was firmly institutionalized. For example in 
102 cities of Brandenburg, while schools for boys doubled in number 
and those for girls increased tenfold from 1539 to 1600, there were 
100 schools for boys at the end of the period and only 45 for girls. 21 
Many of the Protestant humanists wrote in favor of expanding schools 
for girls, but their plans were not fully carried out. And even these 
advanced reformers advocated a greatly simplified curriculum for girls 
as compared with that for boys, with heavy emphasis on religious 
instruction. 

In France, parish schools, attached to the cathedrals and offering 
only the most rudimentary skills, provided education for boys and 
girls from the 16th century on. For girls, the monastic orders con¬ 
tinued to offer more thorough training. From the 17th century on 
the new teaching orders, such as the Ursulines and the Filles de la 
Croix, provided expanded educational opportunities for girls of the 
upper and middle classes, but the emphasis was on moral and reli¬ 
gious training and the recruitment of future nuns. For aristocratic 
women, education in the home, by tutors and with the use of private 
libraries, offset some of the disadvantages of gender indoctrination. 
For several centuries the most highly educated women came from 
such backgrounds, often strongly encouraged by their fathers. 22 

In England the founding of grammar schools in the 16th century 
made primary education available to most boys, while the education 
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of girls remained wholly private in the hands of mothers or govern¬ 
esses. The disbanding of monastic orders and their schools during 
the Reformation seriously affected the educational opportunities of 
Englishwomen. For nearly a century there was no tradition of learn¬ 
ing for them, and upper-class girls were trained only sufficiently to 
be competitive in the marriage market—that is, to acquire "accom¬ 
plishments," such as embroidery, music and singing. Jonathan Swift 
lamented that "not one gentleman's daughter in a thousand can read 
or understand her own language or be the judge of the easiest books 
that are written in it . . . They are not so much as taught to spell 
in their childhood, nor can ever attain to it in their whole lives." 23 
Nevertheless, as will be seen below, English literacy rates were high 
compared to the rest of Europe, but more advanced learning was not 
readily available. In the 18th and 19th centuries missionary and 
Sunday schools raised literacy levels among the children of the lower 
classes, but here too, girls were strongly disadvantaged. It would 
take more than a hundred years of individual and organized effort 
on the part of women to improve their access to higher education 
(see Chapter Nine). 

Yet throughout the centuries there appeared women of extraor¬ 
dinary talent who, despite all obstacles, acquired an education and 
produced intellectual work of great quality. Inevitably, their talents 
were stifled and their efforts were thwarted, as had been the case 
with the learned women of the Renaissance. This is exemplified by 
the life of Sor Juana Ines de la Cruz of Mexico (1651-95), who is 
remarkable not only for her genius and her life story but because 
she is one of the few women intellectuals of her time who was not 
upper class by birth. 

She was born in a Mexican village, one of six illegitimate chil¬ 
dren of an illiterate mother. Sent to her grandfather's home in town, 
she early showed an unusual love of learning. At age three, she 
tricked her older sister's teacher into teaching her to read, which she 
learned to do in a short time. She then proceeded to read the books 
in her grandfather's library and by age six had mastered writing as 
well. She pleaded with her mother to allow her to dress as a boy so 
she could go to the University in Mexico City and study science, but 
such a wish could only be denied. However, she was sent to Mexico 
City at age eight and there given twenty lessons in Latin, after which 
she studied the language on her own. Her talents brought her to the 
attention of the Viceroy's wife, who brought her to court, made her 
a lady-in-waiting and later official court poet. She was exhibited to 
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the court and visitors as an amazing prodigy and called upon to pro¬ 
duce an unending series of occasional poems for various public events. 
In addition to the poems she wrote for the court, she also wrote 
comedies and a religious play. In one of her longer poems she strongly 
criticized men for their contemptuous attitude toward women. The 
demands of court life so interfered with her ability to pursue her 
studies that she decided to become a nun. She explains her reasons 
for this decision: 

. . . considering the total negative opinion that I had of matrimony, it 
was the least unsuitable and the most decent station that I was able to 
select in order to bring about my salvation . . . .1 conquered all the 
stupidities of my disposition which included the desire to live alone and 
to have no obligatory occupations in order to enjoy complete freedom 
to study without communal obligations which would interrupt the peaceful 
silence of my books . . , 24 

Over and over again in history we find thinking women inter¬ 
nalizing self-denial, so that this gifted woman can refer to her desire 
to be a scholar as a "stupidity of my disposition." She took her final 
vows in 1669 and, protected by her influence at court, she was al¬ 
lowed by her religious superiors to line her convent cell with books, 
to receive many visitors and to engage in an active literary life. Yet 
even during these relatively protected years, Sor Juana was under 
constant admonition and censure on the part of her confessor, Father 
Antonio Nunez. Apparently, he censured her in public for writing 
poetry and for socializing with persons in authority and power. In a 
recently discovered letter to Father Nunez, Sor Juana, then secure in 
the protection of the Viceroy and his wife, vigorously defended her¬ 
self, her right to write poetry, since Heaven had bestowed the talent 
of writing on her, and her right to education. She stated that she 
had always kept her studies private, had not sought public acclaim 
and did not desire it. But, she continued forcefully: 

who has forbidden women to engage in private and individual studies? 
Have they not a rational soul as men do? Well, then, why cannot a 
woman profit by the privilege of enlightenment as they do ? . . . What 
divine revelation, what rule of the Church, what reasonable judgement 
formulated such a severe law for us women? ... I have this inclina¬ 
tion [to study] and if it is evil I am not the one who formed me thus— 

I was bom with it and with it I shall die. 25 

Apparently, despite this heated exchange of letters, Father Nunez 
continued as her confessor and Sor Juana continued her studies and 
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literary activities until 1686, when, after the death of the Marquesa 
and the departure of several of her patrons, her influence at court 
ceased. A few years later Sor Juana became involved in an ambigu¬ 
ous literary/theological quarrel which doomed her fate and writing. 

In 1690 Sor Juana wrote an essay critical of a sermon delivered 
forty years earlier by an eminent Jesuit priest who was greatly ad¬ 
mired in Spain and Mexico, especially by Archbishop Francisco Aguiar 
y Seijas. Her essay came to the attention of the Bishop of Puebla, 
Fernandez de Santa Cruz. He had her essay published at his own 
expense without her knowledge and sent her a copy accompanied by 
a letter in which he criticized her, but which he signed “Sor Philo- 
tea." Apparently, the Bishop considered it unseemly that she was 
writing on theological questions and urged her henceforth to give up 
all but religious reading. “It is a pity that so great a mind should 
stoop to lowly earthbound knowledge and not desire to probe what 
transpires in heaven. But since it does lower itself to ground level, 
may it not descend further still and ponder what goes on in hell." 26 
Sor Juana apparently knew the identity of the author, yet she ad¬ 
dressed her reply to “Sor Philotea“ and maintained the conceit that 
she was writing to a nun. Her “Reply" is a brilliant defense of wom¬ 
en's right to education. She recounts her life story to show that her 
love of learning could not be suppressed or thwarted and cites a long 
list of learned women from the Bible who have inspired her. She 
ends with a strong argument in favor of older women teaching 
younger women and of women's right to intellectual growth. There 
is no record of the Bishop's reply and Sor Juana's essay was not 
published until after her death. 

The circumstances of this exchange of letters have puzzled his¬ 
torians and appear quite ambiguous. Did the Bishop simply use an 
occasion to censure Sor Juana? Octavio Paz speculates that the entire 
incident was due to the rivalry between the Archbishop and the Bishop, 
in which Sor Juana was merely a pawn. This explanation is plausi¬ 
ble, but clearly Sor Juana intervened in the quarrel between the two 
churchmen and, as her earlier private letter shows, the ideas she 
advanced had been long gestating. She may have welcomed a chance 
to present them in a more public manner. 27 After Sor Juana wrote 
her “Reply," which may have been privately circulated, the pressure 
on her mounted. Her confessor. Father Nunez, refused her confes¬ 
sion and accused her of lacking humility. Shortly thereafter the 
Archbishop ordered her to sell her books in order to raise money for 
the poor. Sor Juana, humiliated, lonely and without support, com- 
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plied and by 1693 had given away all her books except three reli¬ 
gious texts. She then made an abject public confession, begged the 
forgiveness of the nuns in her order and in 1694 signed in her own 
blood a rededication to her religious vows and renounced all other 
aspirations. Possibly seeking death, she nursed other sick nuns dur¬ 
ing an epidemic and died in 1695. 28 

The last example of the thwarting and forced neglect of extraordi¬ 
nary talent falls in a later century, when learned women no longer 
are quite such rarities. The story of the denial of opportunity to 
women of talent does not follow the usual chronology of educational 
progress, rather it seems to exemplify the principle that regardless 
of what advances women make toward education, the best of them 
will be thwarted and ultimately stopped before they can achieve what 
talent and effort should entitle them to achieve. 

Elizabeth Elstob (1683-1756) was encouraged by her mother in 
her pursuit of education, but after her mother's death, when Eliza¬ 
beth was eight, her guardian who disapproved of learned women 
denied her the education she craved. He refused even her request to 
study French with the comment that one language was enough for 
a woman, but she managed anyway to obtain a reading knowledge 
of the language. 29 

She acquired an education by sharing the books of her brother, 
William, a graduate of Oxford, who encouraged her intellectual de¬ 
velopment. She lived for thirteen years with him, first at Oxford, 
where he taught, and later in London, where he was rector of two 
parishes. It was he who enabled her to take up a life of serious 
scholarship. She knew eight languages fluently, among them Gothic, 
Frankish, old Teutonic, and became recognized as one of the fore¬ 
most Saxon scholars of her time. She worked with her brother on 
his translation of King Alfred's Saxon version of Orosius' history. 
In 1708 she published a translation of Madeleine de Scudery's Essay 
on Glory and in 1709 she published a translation of Aelfric's An 
Anglo-Saxon Homily on the Birthday of St. Gregory. 30 Typically, 
Elstob felt compelled to apologize for her undertaking in the Preface: 


I know it will be said. What has a Woman to do with learning? . . . 
Where is the Fault in Womens seeking after Learning? why are they 
not to be valu'd for acquiring to themselves the noblest ornaments? 
what hurt can this be to themselves? what Disadvantage to others? But 
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there are two things usually opposed against Womens Learning. That it 
makes them impertinent, and neglect their household affairs. Where 
this happens it is a Fault. ... I do not observe it so frequently ob¬ 
jected against Womens Diversions, that They take them off from 
Household Affairs. . . . [She then deplored the fact that not only men, 
but some women opposed female scholarship.] Admit a Woman may 
have Learning, is there no other kind of Learning to employ her time? 
What is this Saxon? What has she to do with this barbarous antiquated 
Stuff? so useless, so altogether out of the way ? 31 

Elizabeth Elstob, posing these unanswerable questions, acknowl¬ 
edged the daring of her undertaking—unlike other learned women 
who simply displayed acquired knowledge or those who spoke from 
creative imagination, she laid claim to a woman's right to academic 
scholarship. Inevitably, she had to defend herself against the accu¬ 
sation that her work was not her own, but her brother's, but that 
was readily answered by him in showing that it was she who helped 
him with his work, not the other way around. 

She proceeded, with general acclaim, to compile the first Anglo- 
Saxon grammar, The Rudiments of Grammar, in modern English, 
which was intended to make this work available to people, mostly 
women, who knew no Latin. Published by subscription in 1715, it 
became the standard work on the subject. The list of 250 subscribers 
included the most noted Anglo-Saxon scholars of the day who were 
her patrons; half of the subscribers were women. 32 Shortly before 
its publication her brother had died, and she was left without sup¬ 
port and the indispensable means of access to academic life. She hoped 
to publish several volumes of Saxon homilies, but this work faltered 
on lack of money and academic support. Deprived of a livelihood in 
her chosen profession, Elizabeth Elstob disappeared from the circle 
of her friends for twenty years. Sarah Chapone, a minister's wife 
with literary interests and a friend of several writers, discovered her 
living in near destitution in Worcestershire and supporting herself 
by teaching in a small day school. Mrs. Chapone introduced her to 
one George Ballard, a tailor who was an amateur collector of “antiq¬ 
uities," with an interest in learning Anglo-Saxon, and who later, at 
Elstob's suggestion, published a book on “Learned Ladies." Her 
friendship with Ballard revived her intellectually and led to some 
years of fruitful collaboration between them on his project. 33 

Mrs. Chapone, determined to help Elstob to more suitable em¬ 
ployment, circulated a letter in her behalf to women of the local 
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gentry as a result of which Elstob was offered a job as mistress of a 
local charity school. Her acceptance letter was considered so remark¬ 
able it was shown to Queen Caroline, who was so moved by it she 
settled 100 pounds a year on Elstob, but the payments were never 
made. Again, through the intervention of women friends, Elstob was 
brought to the attention of the Duchess of Portland. This lady de¬ 
cided, after some hesitation, to offer her the job of governess to her 
children at 30 pounds a year. The hesitation was due to her hus¬ 
band's concern that Elstob was not adequately qualified, because she 
did not speak French. But the Duchess overcame these objections 
and defined her new governess's job as follows: "... she requires 
and hopes Mrs. Elstob ... to instruct her children in the principles 
of religion and virtue, to teach them to speak, read, and understand 
English well, and to cultivate their minds as far as their capacity will 
allow, and to keep them company." 34 After twenty years of abject 
poverty, during which she had been unable to pursue scholarly work, 
Elizabeth Elstob, then fifty-four, by training and actual achievement 
one of the foremost scholars in the field of Anglo-Saxon languages 
and literature, accepted this offer with gratitude. She spent the re¬ 
maining seventeen years of her life in the routine activities of gov¬ 
erness in an aristocratic household. 

The rarity of learned women, and the difficulty of their lives, is 
one way to measure the cost of the educational disadvantaging of 
women. Another is to look at the spread of literacy from the point 
of view of gender differences. While any study of literacy and illit¬ 
eracy poses great methodological difficulties, all the available evi¬ 
dence from all parts of the world points to the same pattern: with 
some rare exceptions for certain elites, women everywhere reach lit¬ 
eracy later and in smaller numbers than men. 

The first historical example of widespread literacy is in Ptolemaic 
Alexandria. There, 60 percent of the male and 40 percent of the 
female middle-class population wrote Greek, with many more who 
only wrote Egyptian. In 4th-century Greece there was similarly high 
literacy. In parts of India in the 4th and 5th centuries A.D. and up 
into medieval times half the men and five-sixths of all women were 
illiterate. 35 

In the Middle Ages the term litteratus meant a person with a 
knowledge of literature (Latin) and became affixed to clericus, the 
clergy. It stood in contrast to illitteratus , which became affixed to 
laicus, the laity. 36 We have earlier discussed how that distinction 
along the lines of the knowledge of Latin tended to separate the 
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sexes and eventually to increase the educational disabilities of women. 
The rise of literacy in the vernacular was connected to the ascen¬ 
dancy of the merchant class, with literacy widespread among Flor¬ 
entine merchants in the 11th century and merchants in the Han¬ 
seatic League in the 13th century. By 1400, English and German 
artisans were literate. 37 While there are no accurate figures available, 
we can assume that wives of those groups acquired the rudimentary 
literacy needed to help their husbands in business and trade, but all 
the while the majority of women remained illiterate. 

The invention of the printing press by Johann Gutenberg in 1440, 
while it was the single most important technological advance making 
widespread literacy possible, did not immediately have that effect. 
The major advance of literacy in Europe begins with the Protestant 
Reformation. This is the earliest period from which historians can 
date detailed studies of literacy based on signatures of documents. 
All show the same trend. Male literacy everywhere is greater than 
female, but it varies by class and region and is tied to trade and 
occupation. 38 Thus a study of court records of the diocese of Nor¬ 
wich, England, 1530-1730, shows male illiteracy varying from zero 
(clergy) to 85 percent (laborers), while female illiteracy overall is 89 
percent. 39 A study of illiteracy in Scotland, 1630-1760, shows male 
illiteracy rates of 28 percent against female of 80 percent. Here as 
elsewhere, literacy appears to be connected with the availability of 
schooling and is definitely class-related, but age and location also 
seem to matter, with older women and urban women more likely to 
be literate than younger and rural women. 40 

The methodological difficulty in assessing the literacy studies based 
on ability to sign is that there is a built-in bias toward middle- and 
upper-class people. Reading was taught first (between ages 2-6), 
usually at home, and writing later (age 6 on), usually at school. 
Even where schools were available, the poor could not afford to send 
their children to school, since their labor was needed at home or, 
later, in the factories. Thus people who could sign their names were 
apt to be better off than those not considered in a survey based on 
signatures. A few studies attempt to get around this difficulty. A 
study of 17th-century English spiritual autobiographers showed that 
many more lower-class people could read than write. This study also 
offered some interesting insights into the way semi-literate women 
could and did foster the spread of literacy. A survey of a small mar¬ 
ket town in Staffordshire, 1693-98, showed one man and five women 
schoolteachers as well as a visiting writing master who came twice a 
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year for six weeks. Four of the five female teachers were wives of 
day-laborers and craftsmen. One of the autobiographers tells of his 
mother, the wife of a weaver, who herself could read but not write, 
but who instructed her children with the Bible and books and helped 
poor children to literacy by buying books for them, sending them to 
school and paying their teacher. 41 

In a study based on the histories of revivalists in Scottish Prot¬ 
estantism, most of the thirty-six women studied were servants (32 
out of 36). All the male and female revivalists could read, but nearly 
two-thirds of the men and only one-tenth of the women could write. 
Two women were self-taught readers by following the chapters of 
the Bible in church. One servant woman learned to read at age eigh¬ 
teen, when she made it a part of her employment contract in service 
that she should get a reading lesson each day. 42 

From the point of view of a gender analysis what matters most 
is whether there is a consistent difference in the literacy rate of men 
and women. An analysis based on marriage registers in France dur¬ 
ing the 18th century shows a rise in literacy for men between 1690 
and 1790 from 29 percent to 47 percent. For women during the same 
period the literacy rates are 14 percent to 27 percent (figures rounded 
off). 43 

In the 19th century there were great advances in public education 
and with it the spread of literacy. The records of marriage registers 
kept by the Church of England from 1754 on, make it possible to 
summarize the ability to sign of approximately 90 percent of the 
population who were ever married. These figures show the follow¬ 
ing: 


England Illiteracy Rate 
(based on sample of 274 parishes) 


1750 

Male 36% 

Female 

64% 

1850 

Male 35% 

Female 

50% 


Illiteracy Rate 




(based on all parishes) 


1850 

Male 30% 

Female 

45% 

1911 

Male 1% 1913 

Female 

1% 


It is noteworthy that while female literacy improved greatly in the 
19th century it is not until 1911-13 that male and female literacy 
rates are the same. 45 
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It may be interesting to look at an underdeveloped country which 
in the 20th century instituted an unprecedented campaign against 
illiteracy. Czarist Russia in 1897 showed a 22 percent illiteracy rate. 
After the Bolshevik Revolution the campaign against illiteracy was 
given top priority by the government. Here are the results: 

Soviet Russia Illiteracy Rate 46 
1926 Males 24-25 years old 4.3% 

Females, 19 years old 11.8% 

A worldwide survey made by the United Nations (UNESCO) 
showed that with a very few exceptions female illiteracy exceeds male 
illiteracy in all the countries of the world. The exceptions are mainly 
countries reporting a very high literacy rate, and even in these coun¬ 
tries sex-equal literacy exists only in the young, with the literacy 
rates for the population over age 35 showing strong sex-based dif¬ 
ferences. 47 

Now let us consider the spread of literacy in the United States. 48 
The best-known study of literacy in the colonial period is that of 
Kenneth Lockridge, based on 3000 signature marks on wills. He 
showed a strong rise in male literacy over a thirty-year period, with 
a much slower rise in female literacy. In 1660, 60 percent of the 
men making wills were able to sign; by 1790 almost 90 percent were 
signers. For women the rates of signers were much lower: 31 per¬ 
cent in 1660; 46 percent by 1790. For a number of methodological 
reasons the Lockridge study may have underestimated female sign¬ 
ing ability. 49 In a recent study of 907 Connecticut women signers of 
deeds or witnesses to deeds, arranged by birth cohort, Linda Auwers 
found that 21 percent of the women born in the 1660s and 94 per¬ 
cent of those born in the 1740s were able to sign. 50 Still, female 
signing ability (and with it literacy) lagged behind male. 51 

Colonial New England children of both sexes learned the rudi¬ 
ments of spelling and reading from their mothers or from neighbor¬ 
ing women who kept "Dame schools" in their homes, supported by 
small fees paid by each pupil. The strong religious and economic 
impulse for promoting education at work in the colonies is exempli¬ 
fied by the Massachusetts law of 1642, which empowered the select¬ 
men to check up on the ability of all children "to read and under¬ 
stand the principles of religion and the capitall lawes of this country." 
Children who were not being adequately trained could be removed 
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from their parents and apprenticed to someone else. Similar laws 
were passed in the other colonies. The law of Massachusetts also 
specified that boys were to be taught reading and writing, while girls 
were only to be taught to read. It was not until 1771 that legislation 
stipulated that children apprenticed under the Poor Laws were to be 
taught: "males, reading, writing, cyphering; females, reading, writ¬ 
ing." 52 

The ability to write was considered a craft which was difficult to 
teach and therefore was taught by men. Because it was considered a 
preparation for jobs, writing was for over a hundred years taught 
mainly to boys in town-supported schools, staffed by schoolmasters. 
From 1690 on some girls won access to these schools, but schools 
were closed to most girls until the middle of the 18th century, when, 
in 1760, Dedham, Massachusetts, became the first town to provide 
regular summer sessions for them. In Medford, Massachusetts, in 
1766, girls were admitted to school in the afternoon only, when the 
boys had left. New London, Connecticut, admitted girls to school in 
the summer, and only during the hours from 5 to 7 a.m. As these 
summer sessions for girls became more widely available, female 
teachers were hired to offer instruction in reading, writing and ci¬ 
phering. 53 

In a pattern familiar from the European past, a small elite group 
of boys was prepared in Latin schools and academies to enter college. 
After the American Revolution educational opportunities improved 
for children of both sexes, but the goals toward which their educa¬ 
tion was directed were farther apart than ever before. Boys were to 
be educated for social usefulness and political leadership as citizens 
of a republic; girls were to be educated for their social usefulness as 
wives and mothers. And although the concept of their increasing 
significance as "mothers of the republic" served as a spur to the 
spread of female education, it remained limited in scope and quality 
and always inferior to the education offered to males. 54 

Between 1790 and the 1840s female academies proliferated in the 
Northeast, in the Moravian settlements in Pennsylvania, in Georgia, 
frontier Tennessee and Ohio. Of equal importance was the increas¬ 
ing number of male academies which accepted women students either 
part or full time. Most of the female academies offered a curriculum, 
which stressed "accomplishments," and which reinforced the girls' 
indoctrination to a strictly gender-defined role in life. Women's 
academies prepared girls to function more intelligently, more effec- 
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tively and more graciously in "woman's sphere/' but they also raised 
the educational aspirations of many of their graduates. 55 

The decisive break with that tradition came in 1818 when Emma 
Willard drafted a plan for the improvement of female education to 
be submitted for the consideration of the New York State legisla¬ 
ture. With this bold move and with the subsequent founding of Troy 
Female Seminary she began what would be a century-long move¬ 
ment by women to equalize women's access to education. 56 

Emma Willard, Mary Lyon, Catharine Beecher, and the several 
other women pioneers who established institutions of higher learn¬ 
ing for women with curricula equal in content to that offered men, 
did not plan to challenge gender-defined separate spheres for women 
and men. They merely wished to upgrade “woman's sphere" and 
extend her educational and economic opportunities by training large 
numbers of teachers to furnish the newly established public schools 
of the nation. In this endeavor they admirably succeeded and the 
literally thousands of schools founded and staffed by their pupils in 
the 1840-70s bear testimony to their achievement. An unexpected 
consequence of it was that the existence of so many graduates with 
better educational qualifications led to an ever-increasing demand by 
women for access to colleges and universities. The fact that the school 
founders had no intention of producing such results is unimportant. 
What is important is the pattern they reveal, whereby women's ed¬ 
ucation centered in female communities becomes the energizing force 
for future societal transformation. 57 

The gap in male/female literacy diminished in a pattern affected 
by region, class and race. By 1840, when common schools offered 
the same hours of instruction to boys and girls, almost all white 
women in the Northeast could read and write. 58 This level of literacy 
was not attained by Southern white women until the end of the 19th 
century. Rural women, immigrants and African-American women 
were illiterate longer than native-born, white and middle-class 
women. 59 But no matter what particular group of person one studies 
and in what particular location, the literacy gap between men and 
women of the same group is not closed until nearly universal liter¬ 
acy is reached. 

A similar observation can be made by studying levels of educa¬ 
tional achievement in various groups and classes of the population. 
For example, until 1837 women were unable to enroll in any college 
or university. By 1870, they constituted 21 percent of the total un- 



44 • The Creation of Feminist Consciousness 


dergraduate enrollment; by 1880, women constituted 32 percent of 
the undergraduate student body and by 1910 almost 40 percent. While 
the increase in the number of college-educated women is notable, it 
is more significant that it was not until 1920, when women were 47 
percent of the college undergraduates, that women achieved equal 
access to college educations with men. Yet by the end of the 1930s, 
while the number of female college-trained undergraduates rose 
slightly, the number of women trained to the professional level de¬ 
clined dramatically. The low point in the 20th century came in 1960, 
when women were 35 percent of all students with a B.A. or first 
professional degree, and only 10 percent of all doctorates. 60 

It is only since the 1920s that equal educational access for women 
has been won on all levels up to graduate school, yet vestiges of 
former educational deprivation continue to show up in women's lower 
achievement on college-level tests and in the awarding of scholar¬ 
ships. More important, no matter what the variation for a particular 
group to be considered (ethnicity, age, region, religion), what re¬ 
mains unvaryingly true is that women's access to education remains 
below that of males of their group. The single exception to this rule 
is the case of African-American women, who between 1890 and 1970 
exceed males of their race in educational attainment. This is due to 
the vagaries of race discrimination, which offered little incentive for 
higher education for men, since even with advanced degrees they 
were confined to menial jobs. On the other hand, educated black 
women had a chance to escape domestic and menial service. Thus 
families had an incentive to foster the education of their daughters 
rather than of their sons. In this respect African-American families 
form an exception to the almost universal American pattern whereby 
families educationally deprive daughters for the sake of sons. 

Thus, although educational access was won much later for all 
African-Americans than it was for whites, in 1960 the census shows 
that black female physicians represented nearly 10 percent of all black 
physicians, while white female physicians were 6 percent of all white 
physicians. Black women lawyers were 9 percent of all black law¬ 
yers, while white women lawyers were only 3 percent of all white 
lawyers. Similar patterns appear in the census data for schoolteach¬ 
ers. Ironically, one of the few gains of the 20th century civil rights 
movement which has remained in place is that the educational ad¬ 
vantage of black men over black women now follows similar sexist 
patterns as that of white men over white women. 61 

The pattern of women's struggle for equality of access to educa- 
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tion in America is the same as it was in Europe: each level of insti¬ 
tutionalized learning had to be separately and consecutively con¬ 
quered. Resistance by individual men and by male-controlled 
establishments was relentless and unwavering. At every level of the 
educational establishment women had to first fight for the right to 
learn, then for the right to teach and finally for the right to affect 
the content of learning. The last has yet to be accomplished to any 
significant extent. 

Why have there been no great women thinkers and system build¬ 
ers? Where are the female Newtons, Kants, Einsteins? Virginia 
Woolf's brilliant metaphor of Shakespeare's sister who, had she been 
as talented as her brother, would still not have been able to accom¬ 
plish what he did due to the contraints of gender definitions, has 
actual historic precedents. These women existed, women of extraor¬ 
dinary talent, of genius, with the capacity and the will to excel, cre¬ 
ate and define. Isotta Nogarola, accused of incest with her brother to 
explain her literary achievements; Sor Juana de la Cruz selling her 
precious library at the Archbishop's command to show her humility; 
Elizabeth Elstob serving as the governess of the Duke of Portland's 
children. And that otherwise unknown girl of sixteen, one Lucinda 
Foote, who was denied the admission she sought to Yale University 
in 1792 with the comment that she was qualified in all respects "ex¬ 
cept for her sex." Lucinda Foote may have been only moderately 
talented or possible she may have been gifted with genius. We will 
never know, for she was female, and that was all that mattered. 



THREE 


Self-authorization 


Far more detrimental than the inferior training offered to women 
was the misogynist explanatory system that dominated Church doc¬ 
trine and shaped ideas of gender in society in general. Beliefs in the 
God-given inferiority of women and in their subordinate position in 
society antedated Christianity but were greatly elaborated in the 
centuries after 300, when the Church began to consolidate into a 
strongly hierarchical institution dependent on a male clergy. Even 
then, the tradition of female disciples of Christ and the Apostles was 
still strong enough and the presence of holy women and anchorites 
pervasive enough to counteract misogynist ideas. Efforts by both 
Church and State during the Carolingian period to control polyg¬ 
amy, to end the concubinage of the clergy and to restrict or forbid 
divorce revived and reinforced misogynist ideas. The reforms not 
only elevated the monogamous family to the basic economic unit of 
society but helped to strengthen class formation among the proper¬ 
tied. The effect of these innovations was to make unmarried women 
highly vulnerable economically, to render the possibility of upward 
mobility through marriage less likely, and to make the lot of former 
concubines of the clergy precarious. It is no accident that ideological 
attacks on women rose sharply and that the first witchcraft accusa¬ 
tion against a woman occurred in this period. 1 

Misogynist ideas at first were merely an instrument of state and 
clerical short-range interest, but soon such ideas acquired a life of 
their own. The concept that women are born inferior, have a weaker 
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mind and intellect, are more subject to emotions and sexual temp¬ 
tations than men and that they need to be ruled by men, had a 
devastating effect on women's minds. Even extraordinary women, 
talents which occur once or twice a century, had to struggle against 
this notion which deprived them of authenticity and authority. Each 
thinking woman had to spend inordinate amounts of time and en¬ 
ergy apologizing for the very fact of her thinking. 

Recent feminist criticism has traced and recorded the cost of this 
handicap for individual women thinkers, especially those living later 
than the 17th century. The creation of the authentic self which de¬ 
fines its own creativity is a historical phenomenon which for women 
was possible only much later in history than it was for men. St. 
Augustine's Confessions , written in the 5th century A.D., is gener¬ 
ally regarded as the first autobiography by which such an authentic 
self was constructed. But that self was male; its very definition ex¬ 
cluded the female from identifying with it. It is debatable when the 
first female autobiography succeeded in similarly constructing an au¬ 
thentic self. The works of female mystics, beginning with Hildegard 
of Bingen, certainly deserve consideration, over and above their de¬ 
scription of a spiritual journey, as works of autobiography, but as 
such they lack precisely the authority and assertiveness whereby the 
self becomes an exemplar of the life leading to salvation. The female 
mystics rather submerged the self in order to become open to ec¬ 
static revelations. They saw themselves as insignificant instruments 
through which the power of God is manifested, "God's little trum¬ 
pet," as Hildegard referred to herself. The search for an authentic 
self had to take different forms for women than it did for men, since 
for men authority was assumed, while for women it was utterly 
denied. Thus each woman asserting authority was a self-defined freak 
and had to deal with that fact in her writing before her audiences 
could be open to her language and thought. 2 

Writing women, working prior to the recognition that women 
might be capable of participating as autonomous thinkers in the pub¬ 
lic discourse—a recognition we can place historically in the 17th cen¬ 
tury—had to remove three obstacles before their voices could be heard 
at all; 1) that indeed they were the authors of their own work; 2) 
that they had a right to their own thought; 3) that their thought 
might be rooted in a different experience and a different knowledge 
from that of their patriarchal mentors and predecessors. Once these 
obstacles were removed, writing women still faced the problem of 
finding or creating audiences appropriate to their work. If they ad- 
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dressed men, they needed to defuse and deconstruct the patriarchal 
frame of reference which devalued and trivialized their work. They 
also needed to minimize the separateness and uniqueness of their 
female experience, and often they ended up distorting, disguising or 
trivializing their own experience. If their audience was made up of 
women, they needed to find symbols and encoded language to enable 
their readers to follow the process they themselves had had to undergo 
in order to think at all. They had to evoke and legitimate sources of 
knowledge and experience women usually denied in themselves in 
order to survive in the patriarchal world. Somehow they had to cut 
through gendered metaphor and touch actual feeling and knowledge, 
elevate the process to the order of universality abstract thought de¬ 
mands, and evoke in other women the courage and daring to follow 
their own process and go on from there. This was a task far different 
from that facing the male thinker, whose authority was unques¬ 
tioned, whose right to his own experience was taken as a given and 
who could develop his thought standing in discourse with the great 
thinkers before him. Women were denied all of these necessary pre¬ 
conditions for developing abstract thought. 

Each woman asserting the right to her own voice was forced to 
prove that her writing was her own, and was not ghost-written by a 
male mentor. While the authenticity of the plays of the 10th-century 
nun Hrosvitha of Gandersheim was not questioned by historians and 
critics, her talents were dismissed as being merely imitative of the 
Roman playwright Terence. It was not until quite recently, in the 
excellent and respectful evaluation of her work by Peter Dronke, 
that the full scope and range of her thought were presented. Hros¬ 
vitha herself expressed her self-doubt and the obstacles she expected 
to meet should her talent be revealed in her first "Preface" to a 
series of legends. 

... I did not dare to lay bare my impulse and intention to any of the 
wise by asking for advice, lest I be forbidden to write because of my 
clownishness. So in complete secrecy, as it were furtively, now toiling 
at my composition alone, now destroying work that was badly done, I 
tried as best I might to produce a text of even the slightest use, based 
on passages in writings I had gathered to store on the threshing-floor 
of our Gandersheim foundation . 3 

The nun Hrosvitha hiding her writing and the sources for it on 
the threshing floor of the abbey of Gandersheim, a celebrated center 
of learning and culture, evokes the painful memory of the 19th- 
century Harriet Beecher Stowe hiding her writing in her sewing bas- 
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ket, lest family and friends disapprove of her unseemly pursuits as 
a writer. The manuscript on which she was then working was Uncle 
Tom's Cabin. Over a period of nearly nine hundred years women's 
claim to the right to think and to write remained controversial and 
disputed. 

Hrosvitha, in a later "Preface" to her plays, gives us some indi¬ 
cation of the near-fatal effects of female self-disparagement and self¬ 
censorship when she writes: "Hitherto I hardly dared to show the 
clownishness of my little composition even to a few people, and if 
at all, then only to intimate friends. So the task of composing some¬ 
thing further of that nature almost ceased." 4 Hrosvitha continues 
with newfound confidence by asserting that her gift of writing comes 
from God and paraphrasing the words of the apostle Paul: "By the 
grace of God I am what I am" (I Corinthians 15:10), saying: ", . . 
I feel joy deep in my heart that God, through whose grace I am 
what I am, is praised in me; yet I am afraid to seem greater than I 
am." 5 Here, quite early in the history of women's thought the basic 
dilemma of women's authority is sharply and painfully delineated— 
her talent is inspired, yet she dreads its consequences, because the 
societal definition of her gender role excludes the possibility of such 
a gift. 

The nun Hildegard of Bingen (1098-1179), appearing two hundred 
years later and emerging as a unique and inspired thinker out of a 
community of women, was much more confident in her God-inspired 
gifts than Hrosvitha. Yet the authenticity of her medical writings 
was challenged by at least one historian. 6 The authenticity of several 
of the 12th-century Abbess Heloise's three letters to her former lover 
Abelard have been questioned by some scholars. 7 Similarly, some of 
the writings of the remarkable group of Provengal trobairitzes, who 
flourished in the same century, were for a long time ascribed to male 
troubadours supposedly writing in a female voice. 8 Marie de France, 
one of the great lay writers of the Middle Ages, who also lived in 
the 12th century, met the usual attacks on her authorship. She re¬ 
sponded to them in the Epilogue to her Fables : 

And it may hap that many a clerk 

Will claim as his what is my work. 

But such pronouncements I want not! 

It's folly to become forgot . 9 

The first known woman to make a living by her pen, Christine 
de Pizan (1365-C.1430), faced the usual questions of authenticity 
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and answered them in her sprightly way. In her allegory, Christine's 
Vision, she has “Dame Opinion" say: 

Some say that clerks or priests have written your works for you for 
they could not come from feminine intelligence. But those who say 
such things are ignorant, for they are not aware of the writings of other 
women wiser than you, even prophets who have been mentioned in past 
times. ... so I urge you to continue your work which is valid, and 
not be afraid of me . 10 

We will find the same defenses against the charge of plagiarism 
by women in every century. The Renaissance humanist Laura Cer- 
eta (1469-99) was accused by male writers of presenting her father's 
work as her own, because no woman could have written such learned 
letters. Cereta retorted that she was pleased to find herself compared 
with her father whom she admired, and displayed her erudition and 
writing skills in her reply as proof of her authorship. 11 

Many British women authors, from the 17th to the 19th century, 
sought to forestall such accusations by having male authorities en¬ 
dorse their works. Such endorsements, while testifying to the wom¬ 
an's authorship, could be quite demeaning and insulting. One of the 
worst cases is that of Sir Egerton Brydges, M.P., whose Preface to 
the autobiographical work of Margaret Cavendish, Duchess of New¬ 
castle, tells us that the Duchess: 

was deficient in cultivated judgement; that her knowledge was more 
multifarious than exact; and that her powers of fancy and sentiment 
were more active than her powers of reasoning. . . . Her Grace wanted 
taste. . . . She pours forth everything with an undistinguishing hand, 
and mixes the serious, the colloquial, and even the vulgar, in a manner 
which cannot be defended . 12 

Apparently undaunted by this critical judgment the Duchess insists 
that she writes this memoir “for my own sake . . .“ 13 

In the 18th century that great rarity, an Irish tradesman's wife 
who wrote published verse, assured her readers that she “found lei¬ 
sure without neglecting her husband's business to write several little 
pieces." She, too, suffered the indignity of an eminent male spon¬ 
sor's introduction. The great Jonathan Swift, recommending her to 
a patron, wrote: 

She seems to have true poetical genius, better cultivated then could well 
be expected, either from her sex, or the scene she has acted in, as the 
wife of a citizen. . . . Poetry has only been her favorite amusement; 
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for which she has one qualification . . . that she is ready to take advice, 
and submit to have her verses corrected, by those who are generally 
allowed to be the best judges . 14 

The list of such patronizing and deeply insulting sponsors, cast¬ 
ing their protective arms around the frail shoulders of their victims, 
is not as astonishing as the sturdy persistence of the women who 
absorbed such insults, used them to their advantage and persisted in 
their efforts at self-expression. 

Much more serious in its impact on female thought was the inter¬ 
nalization by women of their inferiority, which made them uncer¬ 
tain or defensive as to their right to think. Medieval women writers, 
even the most powerful, such as the female mystics, all found it 
necessary to announce their unworthiness to the reader. Hildegard 
of Bingen, one of the most learned women of her century, referred 
to herself as "ignota," an ignorant woman. Mechthild of Magdeburg 
similarly assured the reader of her simplicity and ignorance of learn¬ 
ing. Julian of Norwich, the powerful English mystic, used almost 
the same language, calling herself "unlettyrde," by which she prob¬ 
ably meant that she was uneducated in Latin, the language of learned 
men. 15 While both male and female mystics used the argument of 
their own ignorance, the "humility topos," as literary critics desig¬ 
nate it, to heighten the power and effect of their miraculous inspi¬ 
ration, the same was not true for the almost inevitable apologies 
with which women writers prefaced their work. These are pathetic 
remnants of what must have been agonizing struggles each woman 
had to conduct within her own soul and mind. 

A few examples of such apologies will highlight the general pat¬ 
tern. Hugeburc, abbess of Heidenheim, an Anglo-Saxon nun who 
had settled in Germany in 762, wrote the life of two brothers, the 
bishop of Eichstatt and the abbot of Heidenheim. In the Prologue 
she speaks of herself as follows: 

I am unworthy. ... I who am as it were a puny creature compared 
with my fellow-Christians .... especially corruptible through the 
womanly frail foolishness of my sex, not supported by any prerogative 
of wisdom or exalted by the energy of great strength, but will, as a 
little ignorant creature culling a few thoughts from the sagacity of the 
heart, from the many leafy, fruit-bearing trees laden with a variety of 
flowers, it pleases me to pluck, assemble and display a few ... for you 
to hold in memory . 16 
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Her statement that her words are culled from the heart becomes the 
prototype for a typically female justification for thought—women 
think with the heart, not the brain, and that, somehow, makes their 
thought more acceptable. She asserts that she does not properly write, 
but "plucks and assembles," a minor sort of mental activity akin to 
flower arranging or quilting and making no claim to originality. Many 
other thinking women, in their public apologies for the daring un¬ 
dertaking by which they confronted the patriarchal doctrine of their 
incapacity, similarly trivialized what they were doing. They claimed 
merely to translate ideas, to rearrange them, anything but think for 
themselves. 

And yet women thought and women wrote and acted in the world. 
Even those who apologized and seemingly accepted the humility to- 
pos transmitted a different attitude in the rest of their writing, as 
though they felt freed, once the formalities of admitting their infe¬ 
riority had been satisfied, to prove their strength and talent and in¬ 
dividuality. 

The life of Hildegard of Bingen exemplifies the breakthrough of a 
female genius who managed to create an entirely new role for her¬ 
self and other women without, ostensibly, violating the patriarchal 
confines within which she functioned. 

This remarkable 12th-century nun followed the tradition of strong 
female religious leaders in institution-building and in her leadership 
of two religious communities. More important, she left a large and 
highly original body of work, writings which were influential in her 
lifetime and for centuries after her death. She was a pioneer in com¬ 
bining spirituality, moral authority and public activism to create what 
was to become a new public role for women. This remarkable 
achievement was made possible only because God spoke to Hilde¬ 
gard, and not only did she believe it and know it, but she made those 
around her believe it and know it. 

Born in 1098, she was the youngest of ten children of a noble 
family of Bermersheim in the Rhineland. Early exhibiting a reli¬ 
gious inclination, she was sent at age eight to live at the Benedictine 
nunnery of Disibodenberg. There she came under the tutelage of the 
Anchoress Jutta of Sponheim, who supervised her education accord¬ 
ing to the Benedictine rule. She acquired a knowledge of writing and 
reading, liturgy and singing, which later found expression in her 
musical compositions. 17 In 1136, after Jutta's death, she succeeded 
her as leader of the community. 
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Hildegard derived her authority entirely from her visions, which 
began when she was five years old and which she kept secret into 
adulthood. She revealed her visions only at the express command of 
the inner voice and then only after a severe illness convinced her 
that this command was indeed God's will. 18 Here she describes the 
source of her authority and the way she responded to it: 

In the year of our Lord 1141 when I was forty-two years and seven 
months old, the heavens opened and a fiery light throwing off great 
streams of sparks utterly permeated my brain and ignited my heart and 
breast like a flame which does not burn but gives off heat the way the 
sun warms an object which it touches with its rays. And suddenly the 
meaning of the Scriptures, the Psalter, the Evangelium and the other 
catholic books of the Old and New Testament was revealed to me . . . 

I had experienced the power and mystery of hidden and marvelous vi¬ 
sions since childhood, that is from the age of five up to the present, but 
I had revealed this to no one except to a few others who shared my way 
of life. I concealed it and kept silent until such time as God saw fit to 
manifest it through his grace. 19 

Hildegard's description of the sudden revelation experience is quite 
similar to that of other mystics. It involved all the senses—in other 
visions she described at length the feeling of sweetness on the tongue 
and the smell of sweetness—; it possessed the visionary physically 
and spiritually and it was all-encompassing. There is no way of ana¬ 
lyzing what has happened or explaining it rationally. “And suddenly 
I knew. . . /'It was from this knowledge Hildegard received her 
self-assurance, her authentication. All mystics and visionaries so 
grounded their experience and explained it with the same simplicity 
and belief. What is remarkable about Hildegard is the use to which 
she put her visions and the responses they evoked. Her keeping si¬ 
lent about her visions is, again, quite typical of the life stories of 
most of the great mystics. Humility, self-doubt and the fear of cen¬ 
sure or ridicule kept the mystic from revealing her special knowledge 
and perceptions. 20 Hildegard apparently did reveal what she experi¬ 
enced to a few of her nuns (“who share my way of life"). It was 
only with their encouragement and at a command of her vision that 
she spoke to her spiritual adviser about it. She was readily believed, 
which is not at all typical of the stories of the mystics. The final 
confirmation of her inspired gifts at the Synod of Trier gave her an 
authority most unusual for any mystic, much less a woman. 

Her protestations of her ignorance (“since I am uneducated") have 
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been generally discounted by modern historians, for the internal evi¬ 
dence of her vast literary output suggests that she must have been 
well educated in patristic literature, biblical exegesis, philosophy, as¬ 
trology, natural sciences and music. She was well acquainted with 
the Latin Bible and she stated that she heard the divine voice speak¬ 
ing in Latin. Her medical books are so closely grounded in the the¬ 
ories of Galen that it is inconceivable that she did not have knowl¬ 
edge of his work. 21 Her conventional reference to herself as an 
uneducated woman undoubtedly was designed to strengthen her claim 
to divine revelation, as does the detailed description she gives in a 
letter written later in her life to the monk Guibert of Gembloux, 
who became her secretary: 

Whatever I see or learn in this vision, I retain as a memory for a long 
time, so that when I see or hear it, I remember it, and at the same time 
I see, hear, and know and as if in an instant, I learn what I know. But 
what I do not see, I do not know, since I am uneducated and have been 
taught only to read out letters in all simplicity. That which I write in 
the vision I see and hear, and I do not set down any words other than 
those that I hear. I bring them forth in unpolished Latin words just as 
I hear them in the vision, for in this vision I am not taught to write as 
the philosophers write. 22 

Again, there is the confirmation 5 of the overpowering existential 
revelation (“I see, hear, and know and as if in an instant"). Hilde- 
gard makes a fine distinction between knowing and understanding 
when she writes ". . . as if in an instant I learn what I know." Her 
visions appear to her as physical images which she describes in great 
detail and with strong poetic force. But the interpretation of these 
images is another kind of "knowing," it is the knowing which is 
learned, by an added grace. Hildegard always claimed that kind of 
knowing, asserting the interpretation of her visions with strong con¬ 
viction. Most likely it was that aspect of her belief which enabled 
her to create her unique public role. 

The book of her visions, Scivias, was recommended by Bernard 
of Clairvaux to the Synod of Trier. Hildegard was examined by a 
commission appointed by Pope Eugenius III, after which he acknowl¬ 
edged the authenticity of her visions. This made Hildegard a public 
figure, whose advice was sought by high and lowly and whose influ¬ 
ence reached throughout Europe. 

In 1148 she had a vision telling her to found a new convent, but 
she was refused permission by Abbot Kuno of Disibodenberg. As 
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was to be the case repeatedly when she met obstacles, she fell into a 
severe illness, which finally convinced the Abbot to grant her re¬ 
quest. In 1150 she moved to the new site with eighteen nuns, all 
noblewomen, building the convent Rupertsberg near Bingen on the 
Rhine. She managed to keep her convent entirely free from the con¬ 
trol of Abbot Kuno and recognized only the Archbishop of Mainz as 
her superior. More than a decade later, the Holy Roman Emperor 
Frederick Barbarossa not only accepted her rebuke over his policies 
but granted her convent his special protection during a period of 
warfare. Hildegard later built a second convent at Eibingen and for 
the rest of her life supervised both institutions. 

Once started on her public career, she broke all precedent by 
traveling widely throughout the Rhineland, preaching in big cities, 
visiting monasteries, counseling clergy and laymen and distributing 
the texts of her sermons. 23 She wrote her second book, Liber Vitae 
meritorum (Book of Life's Rewards), in five years. Her last book of 
visions, Liber Divinorum Operum (Book of Divine Works), was fin¬ 
ished in 1173, when she was seventy-five years old. She left a very 
large body of work, including two major works on medicine and 
natural science, Physica or Liber Simplicis Medicinae (Book of Sim¬ 
ple Medicine), and Causae et Curae or Liber Compositae Medicinae 
(Book of Advanced or Applied Medicine). 24 She also left a play, Ordo 
vitutum, two books on a secret language she invented, a book of 
exegesis of the Psalms, and two biographies, honoring St. Rupert 
and St. Disibode. Her collected letters reveal an amazingly far-flung 
correspondence with notable political and religious leaders of her day, 
such as Henry II of England, Eleanor of Aquitaine, Bernard of Clair- 
vaux. Popes Eugenius III, Anastasius IV, Adrian IV and Alexander 
III, Emperors Konrad III and Frederick Barbarossa and the Archbish¬ 
ops of Mainz, of Trier and of Salzburg. 25 She also corresponded with 
abbots and abbesses, nuns and lay persons. She dispensed advice, 
answered theological and moral questions, challenged political deci¬ 
sions and recommended action, always speaking in the inspired voice 
of "God's little trumpet." Her tone in the correspondence is author¬ 
itative and firm, showing none of the deference, timidity and hu¬ 
mility customary for a woman of her position. She addressed popes 
and emperors as equals and was apparently so treated by them in 
response. In later centuries there would be a number of outstanding 
mystics and saints, such as St. Catherine of Siena and St. Teresa of 
Avila, who similarly combined the contemplative life of mystic vi¬ 
sionaries with political and public careers, but Hildegard was the first 
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to fashion such a role for herself. Undoubtedly, she was a model for 
others. 

That she was fully aware of her powers and willing to use them 
can be seen in the prolonged and bitter struggle she waged in order 
to prevent her close friend and disciple Richardis von Stade from 
leaving her convent. This young noblewoman, who had for years 
been her amanuensis, had decided to accept an appointment as ab¬ 
bess of another convent. Unable to dissuade her, Hildegard protested 
strongly to the young woman's family, the Archbishops of Mainz 
and Bremen and finally even to the Emperor. Her language dis¬ 
played her usual boldness and forcefulness, when she went so far as 
to accuse her superior, the Archbishop of Mainz, of simony. "The 
spirit of God, full of zeal, says: pastors, lament and mourn at this 
time, because you do not know what you do, when you squander 
offices, whose source is God, for financial gain. . . ." 26 Still, in this 
case all her appeals were in vain—she failed to impose her will on 
Richardis. It is the only known incident in her life in which she was 
defeated. This was true despite the fact that she never avoided con¬ 
troversy. 

The last such incident occurred when she was eighty and became 
embroiled in a difficult moral and political struggle. She had granted 
a Christian burial within the walls of her Rupertsberg cloister to a 
nobleman and donor who had once been excommunicated. Hildegard 
believed that before his death he had made his peace with the Church 
and therefore she refused the order issued by the Mainz diocese, in 
the absence of Archbishop Christian, to have his body exhumed and 
cast out. For this offense she and her nuns suffered the interdict and 
were denied the benefit of the mass and the sacrament. Since the 
interdict also meant that, in case of death, she would be denied the 
last rites of the Church, this must have been a dire threat for the 
elderly abbess. Still, she stood her ground. Characteristically, she based 
her defiance on her inner light, which she considered to have greater 
authority than the command given to her. "I saw in my soul that, 
if we followed their command and exposed the corpse, such an ex¬ 
pulsion would threaten our home with great danger, like a vast 
blackness ... So we did not dare expose him." 27 Her reasoning 
was that the dead man had been consecrated by burial in holy ground 
and thus an insult to his corpse would be an insult to the sacra¬ 
ments. This profound conviction of the theological correctness of her 
argument enabled Hildegard to defy the interdict. Finally the Arch¬ 
bishop decided, on technical grounds and disregarding her theo- 
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logical argument, to cancel the ban and thereby vindicate her, just 
six months before her death. 

The range and depth of her work, which encompassed medicine, 
natural sciences, cosmology, theology, ethics, mystical revelations 
and poetry, have been compared to that of the great philosopher 
Avicenna. 28 Her writings were not only influential and widely cir¬ 
culated in her own lifetime, but she was known in the 13th century 
and her manuscripts were published in the Renaissance (1533 and 
1544). Her influence has been traced into the 16th and 17th centu¬ 
ries. 29 She is the first woman thinker and writer to hold such an 
influential position during her lifetime and for several centuries after 
her death. As such she deserves close consideration, especially since 
her work and life reveal some of the major tensions, conflicts and 
strength that characterize the lives and works of later female think¬ 
ers. 

Hildegard overcame the biggest obstacle all thinking women faced 
and still face—the overwhelming burden of proving their right and 
their ability to think at all in opposition to traditional gender-roles 
they were expected to fill. As we have seen, she overcame these 
obstacles by removing herself from the role of wife and mother, by 
selecting the life of a religious and then by grounding her authority 
in mystical revelations and a direct relationship to God. That this 
adjustment was neither easy nor conflict-free can be seen in her life¬ 
long history of ill health and the nearly fatal illnesses that preceded 
various turning points in her life. Such an illness occurred when at 
age forty-two she was commanded by her inner voice to write down 
her revelations. She resisted that command and fell ill, and it was 
not until she became convinced of the seriousness of her illness that 
she made the connection between her resistance to her inner voice 
and the failing of her body. She must do as her inner voice com¬ 
manded or she might die—and so she did as commanded. The same 
pattern was repeated when it was revealed to her that she must found 
her own convent and move away from Disibodenberg. The only way 
she could overcome the strong resistance of her male superior to this 
command was by again falling into a severe illness. Here is how she 
described what happened to her: 

But my abbot, and the monks and the populace in that province . . . 
were determined to oppose us. What is more they said I was deluded 
by some vain fantasy. When I heard this, my heart was crushed, and 
my body and veins dried up. Then, lying in bed for many days I heard 
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a mighty voice forbidding me to utter or to write anything more in that 
place about my vision. 

A noblewoman thereupon intereceded in her behalf with the 
Archbishop, and thus Hildegard gained permission to riiove with her 
nuns. But they faced extreme poverty and many tribulations in the 
new location and Hildegard was confused about the meaning of these 
trials. 

Then in true vision I saw these tribulations had come to me according 
to the exemplar of Moses, for when he led the children of Israel from 
Egypt through the Red Sea into the desert, they, murmuring against 
God, caused great affliction to Moses too. ... So God let me be op¬ 
pressed in some measure by the common people, by my relatives, and 
by some of the women who had remained with me, when they lacked 
essential things. . . 30 

The metaphoric comparison of herself to Moses is revealing; it 
shows that she felt called to spiritual leadership, that she thought of 
herself as a prophet and that she had no hesitation about assuming 
such a role. And yet the tensions and conflicts generated by such 
assumptions took their toll. Throughout her life she complained that 
her visions left her in a state of physical exhaustion; she suffered 
constantly from migraine and always experienced her body as weak 
and frail. Yet she led a life of constant activity, strenuous travel and 
public appearances, exhausting mental work that lasted well into old 
age. This hidden conflict, with its untold costs, is characteristic of 
many women thinkers throughout the centuries. 

Hildegard was privileged in her ability ti) free herself from tra¬ 
ditional gender roles by living as part of a female community, en¬ 
joying what Sara Evans has listed as a precondition for feminist con¬ 
sciousness, 'Tree space." 31 This was the free space provided by convent 
life and the absence of women's domestic and reproductive respon¬ 
sibilities; but it must be understood that this relatively "free space" 
was a space within a patriarchal institution, the Catholic Church, in 
which all the higher offices and positions of power were held by the 
male clergy. Clearly, in Hildegard's case this free space commanded 
more autonomy than many female religious normally enjoyed, as 
can be seen in her struggle to free her newly founded convent of 
Bingen from the restrictive control of Abbot Kuno; in her successful 
campaign to be governed only by one male superior, the Archbishop 
of Mainz; and in her securing the protection of the Emperor Fred¬ 
erick Barbarossa for her convent. It also shows up again in the resis- 
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tance she offered, and which all her nuns supported, in the face of 
suffering the interdict against what she considered an arbitrary rul¬ 
ing and erroneous interpretation by her superior. 

As other nuns before and after her, Hildegard acknowledged and 
credited the strong influence of a female teacher, in her case the 
Anchoress Jutta. She also transmitted a similar mentorship and lead¬ 
ership model to her disciples, as seen in her relationship with Ri- 
chardis. Another indication of her assertion of independent author¬ 
ity can be seen in the innovations she introduced in her order, which 
ranged from the practical to the spiritual—the installation of indoor 
plumbing at Bingen; the wearing of rings, white veils and tiaras by 
her nuns on festive days to celebrate the Virgin Mary. She explained 
and defended these innovations on theological grounds, so that we 
may deduce they were deliberate. 32 

Hildegard's father may have taken part in the first crusade while 
she was still a child. She did speak to the returning men of the 
second crusade and later strongly endorsed the persecution of the 
Cathars, whom she considered, according to prevailing Church doc¬ 
trine, a heretical sect. Like her mentor and supporter, Bernard of 
Clairvaux, who defended the Jews against the brutal persecution they 
suffered in the wake of the first crusades, Hildegard was friendly to 
Jews and had a number of conversations with them. Apparently they 
came to her convent for disputations. 33 

Hildegard's vision of cosmos, nature and humankind is powerful 
in its holistic integration of all aspects of Creation. The beautiful 
illustrations of the Rupertsberg Codex, which was created under her 
personal supervision by the nuns in her cloister, reflect the harmony 
and grandeur of her vision. Concentric figures hold sea, earth, sky, 
stars and the heavens in balance. Symbols are as frequently female 
as male and worshippers are evenly balanced among both sexes. 
Wherever the clergy is shown, it is represented by male and female 
religious. 34 One senses in Hildegard a soul at ease with the physical 
as with the metaphysical, with life as with spirit. 

Hildegard's religious writings reflect, on the whole, the prevail¬ 
ing Christian tradition of her day. But the extent to which she deals 
with the subjects of reproduction and sexuality is quite extraordi¬ 
nary for her time, as is her concern with defining sexual relations, 
their consequences for reproduction and her scheme of classifying 
men and women of different dispositions. She seems to accept the 
traditional definition of gender roles as taught by the Church fa¬ 
thers, that is, she repeatedly asserts that women are weaker, differ- 
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ent in their physical and psychic structure from men and therefore 
destined to be subordinate to man. Man was transformed from clay 
into flesh and is therefore stronger; woman was made directly from 
flesh and is thereby weaker. 35 Since she was weaker and softer than 
man, it was only natural that woman should first fall to temptation 
and that, Hildegard thinks, was a good thing. For if Adam had fallen 
first, his sin would have been stronger and salvation would not be 
possible. 36 

Hildegard's explanation for conception also builds upon the qual¬ 
itative differences between the man and the woman's contribution 
to the process. She explains that conception occurs when a man's 
and a woman's foam meet in sexual intercourse. Since woman's 
"foam" is weaker than that of the man she mainly acts as the recip¬ 
ient of his foam, which she alternately warms, cools and dries in her 
womb. Hildegard then explains differences in offspring as due to a 
combination of the strength of the seed and of the attitude of the 
parents. The strength of the child seems, according to her explana¬ 
tion to depend on the strength of the man's seed, but the character 
of the child depends on the love of the man and woman for each 
other. While Hildegard's notions of conception are pre-Aristotelian 
and reflect some Galenic concepts, the slight twist she gives to her 
explanation in introducing the question of love and mutuality changes 
the role and importance of the sexes in conception in a rather dra¬ 
matic way. Only if the man and the woman love one another and 
the man's seed is strong will a strong boy be born. If one or the 
other partner is lacking in love, the offspring will either be a girl or 
an embittered boy. 37 This explanation upgrades the role of woman 
in the process of conception from a merely passive one to one whose 
feelings and attitudes have a decisive influence on the outcome. Sim¬ 
ilarly, while Hildegard reflects patriarchal values in her acceptance 
of the superiority of the male, her retelling of the story of Creation 
puts an entirely new interpretation on the words of Genesis. Her 
words are poetic and powerful: 

When God created Adam, Adam experienced great love in the sleep 
which God sent over him. And God gave form to the love of man and 
so the woman is the love of man. For when Adam saw Eve for the first 
time, he was entirely filled with wisdom, for he recognized in her the 
mother of his children. But when Eve saw Adam, she looked upon him 
as though she were looking into heaven. . . . And therefore there is 
only a single love, and that is the way it should be in the love between 
man and woman and no different. . . . The love of man alights his 
passion like the fire of flaming mountains, which can barely be con- 
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tained, but the love of the woman is like the flame in a woodfire. . . . 
Her love for man is like the balanced warmth of the sun's glow which 
brings forth fruit. ... In this manner the woman can more pleasantly 
carry her fruit to term . 38 


The illumination of this vision is even more startlingly radical in 
its departure from traditional explication than is her text. It com¬ 
bines elements of the Creation story with those of the story of the 
Fall. In a picture dominated by the four elements, the sky, the stars 
and the angels, Adam lies on his side, above a picture of the two 
trees of paradise. From his side Eve is born, in the form of a shell 
containing stars, which Hildegard describes as the "precious pearls 
of humanity." The left side of the picture is dominated by a black 
figure which looks like a tree and a lake of fire and which terminates 
in the head of a snake, breathing fiery tongues over the shell [Eve]. 
This black figure represents the fallen Lucifer [devil] who takes the 
form of a serpent to tempt Eve. 39 The absence of a human figure of 
Eve is unique in the iconography of the Creation story. The balance 
between the stars in the heaven above the scene, which according to 
Hildegard represent the angels, and the stars within the shell, which 
stand for future human beings to be born of Eve, stresses her re¬ 
demptive role rather than her role as causing the Fall. 

In a similar manner Hildegard, in her retelling of the story of 
the Fall, removes the blame for the Fall from Eve and all women. 
Instead, the Fall becomes almost preordained by the bodily weakness 
built into Eve by the Creator. We will see this version of the Fall 
retold by many women in later centuries. 

Although Hildegard is quite traditional in her use of the mascu¬ 
line designation for God—Father, King, Redeemer—in her narrative 
of great historical events, she uses feminine symbols for God in her 
description of timeless cosmic events. The predominance of feminine 
figures, both in her visions and in the pictorial representations, is 
quite startling. The three main figures to appear repeatedly are Wis¬ 
dom (Sophia), the figure of Scientia Dei (knowledge of God)—who 
embodies both kindness and terror—and Sapientia, representing di¬ 
vine wisdom in Church and cosmos. Sapientia stands on a platform 
supported by seven pillars, which is the traditional way of repre¬ 
senting the house of wisdom iconographically. She is both terrible 
and kind to mankind, revealing herself fully only to God. At various 
times she is refered to as Queen Consort, Bride of God. The contra¬ 
dictory attributes of these female figures, kindness and awesome¬ 
ness, and the strongly erotic language in which Hildegard speaks of 
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them, underline the continuity of their symbolism with the ancient 
pre-Christian goddesses. This is particularly notable in the represen¬ 
tation of Sophia, wearing a stylized crown similar to the icono- 
graphic representation of the hellenistic Sophia and the Ancient Near 
Eastern Mother-Goddess. This continuity of ancient heathen sym¬ 
bolism and its transformation in the Christian tradition in the form 
of "sapiental theology" has been frequently noted. The conflation of 
the Old Testament figure of Sophia (Wisdom), representing the fe¬ 
male aspect of God, with Mary, bride of God and Mother of Christ, 
is characteristic of sapiental theology and will occur frequently in 
the writings of later mystics. 40 

The figure of Sophia occurs in three succeeding visions ( Scivias , 
II, 3-5). In the first of these Hildegard interprets her as "the bride 
of my son [the Church] which always gives Him new children through 
the rebirth out of the Spirit and the water" 41 This vision abounds in 
female and birth imagery. The womb of the woman represents mother 
love, "the net" of the Church for catching sinners in order to re¬ 
deem them. The breast of the virgin represents the heart of the 
faithful. The female figure spreads out her glory 

like a robe and says she must conceive and give birth. This means the 
growth of the Church in the sacrament of the Trinity .... The Church 
is the virginal Mother of all Christians. She conceives and gives birth 
to her children through the secret strength of the Holy Ghost and offers 
them to God, so that they are called children of God . 42 

Hildegard describes the woman of another of her visions in the 
words she heard a "voice from heaven" speak: "This is the blossom 
of heavenly Zion. She shall be Mother and yet the blossom of a rose 
and a lily of the valleys. O blossom, you will be betrothed to the 
most powerful King, and when you have grown in strength, when 
your time has come, you will be Mother of the most illustrious 
child." 43 In her lengthy explication of the details of this vision, 
Hildegard describes the state of the Church, represented by three 
groups which she defines as the apostles and their followers, the 
clergy; "the most noble branch of heavenly Jerusalem"—the virgins 
and the virgin martyrs; and third, lay persons, kings, nobles and the 
poor. It is characteristic of Hildegard's thought that virgins, i.e., the 
female religious, occupy a position equal to the clergy in celebrating 
and maintaining the strength of Mother Church. 

Hildegard, in developing her theology, linked the idea of Christ's 
predestination pre-eminently with the feminine. Just as she linked 
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Mary to Sophia in her maternal qualities, so she envisioned a female 
Caritas who like Sapientia is a mysterious persona containing ele¬ 
ments of both Christ and the Virgin Mary. "In her right hand she 
held the sun and moon and tenderly embraced them" and she spoke 
to "the form which appeared in her busom ... I bore you from 
the womb before the morning star." 44 This predestination idea was 
common currency in Hildegard's day, it even appeared in a favorite 
manual for nuns. It suggested that God created the world in order 
to redeem it. Thus, the virginal/motherly attributes of the three 
Mother figures in Hildegard's vision, Caritas, Mary and the Church, 
all carry out God's purpose of bringing Christ into the world in 
order to redeem it. 45 

Hildegard's repeated envisioning of the Church as Mother and 
her descriptions of the creative, life-giving aspect of the Church, which 
she likens to "green-ness" (viriditas), her holistic symbol for the 
vitality of earth, nature, human life and spirituality, all express her 
insistence on the unity of male and female principles in the universe, 
on earth and in heaven. Her theology breaks sharply with the dicho¬ 
tomized categories of the scholastics and with the patriarchal hier¬ 
archies embedded in their thought. Hildegard's visions fuse male 
and female elements, the physical and the spiritual, the rational- 
practical and the mystical aspects of existence. It is no accident that 
the illuminations of her visions abound in circles, curves and waves, 
in mandfl/a-like designs, which avoid any concept of hierarchy in 
favor of wholeness, roundedness and integration. 46 

It is impossible here to do justice to the richness of her visions, 
the complexities of her thought and the originality of much of her 
writing. She was influenced by Benedictine teachings and by Galen's 
medical theories, which defined "humors" as leading principles gov¬ 
erning nature and humans, and "phlegm" as the main cause of dis¬ 
ease. She incorporated principles of folk medicine and popular tra¬ 
dition in her medical work and her cosmology, such as belief in the 
curative value of minerals and precious stones. Since the Latin trans¬ 
lations of Aristotle's scientific writings were not then available in 
Western Europe, she was not influenced by Aristotelian explanations 
of natural and biological phenomena. Hildegard was therefore quite 
original in her medicinal writings and especially in her poetic cos¬ 
mology. 47 Her careful, often quite accurate descriptions of sexual 
intercourse and her insistence that sexual activity was beneficial to 
human beings over and above its function for procreation bespeak 
an unusual understanding of human nature and a rather liberal 
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interpretation of human possibilities, especially considering that 
Hildegard had lived since age eight in a cloistered environment. Fur¬ 
ther, her descriptions of female and male characteristics quite inde¬ 
pendent of one another and her upgrading of woman's role in var¬ 
ious ways in her writing indicate that, despite her acceptance of 
traditional gender definitions, she integrated some of her life expe¬ 
riences into her writing. Women, despite her insistence on their frailty 
and inferiority, emerge as active, strong people in her writings. 

Hildegard, first of a long line of female mystics and spiritualists, 
derived her authority and right to speak and to think directly from 
God. God spoke to Hildegard—of this she was convinced and she 
was able to convince her contemporaries. From this she derived her 
enormous energy, vitality and leadership. 

In three of the illuminations appearing in her late work, De Op- 
eratione Dei, Hildegard has painted herself into the visions. The vi¬ 
sions are abstract and interpretative in their subject matter, repre¬ 
senting "The Cosmic Wheel," "On Human Nature" and "Cultivating 
the Cosmic Tree." Each of these illuminations shows a mandala with 
many circles, representing various aspects of the universe, with a 
human figure at its center. In the left-hand corner of each of these 
pictures there is the figure of a seated nun, writing on two tablets 
shaped like the Mosaic tablets. Her face is lifted up and touched by 
some sort of radiance. This self-conscious self-representation may 
very well be the first of its kind for a woman. 48 The repetition of 
this motif and its placement within the illuminations dealing with 
the most far-reaching, philosophical themes show that Hildegard had 
by then transcended the conventional posture of self-effacement and 
humility. No longer merely "God's little trumpet," she wished to 
be seen in the act of writing down her visions, in the act of author¬ 
ship. Wishing to be remembered in her own right, she became the 
first female inspired by mystical revelation to claim her place in his¬ 
tory. 



FOUR 


The Way of the Mystics-1 


If tradition, religion and daily practice inculcated in women a deep 
sense of mental inferiority, which they were to regard as both nat¬ 
ural and God-given, one must wonder how some of them managed 
to overcome this sense and give themselves authority and warrant 
to think and speak, even to write. We have earlier discussed some 
of the obstacles they faced and the sacrifices they had to make in 
order to function as thinking persons. Let us now examine some of 
the trends and movements that fostered female spiritual and mental 
emancipation. 

The thinkers of Classical Antiquity and the fathers of the Church 
had elevated man's rationality, his ability to reason logically and 
without the subjectivity of emotions, to a divine gift which marked 
the road to salvation. Because of man's capacity for reason and be¬ 
cause of his free will, his ability to choose the good through the 
teachings and practices of the Church would lead from sin to re¬ 
demption. Biblical interpretation was based on rational, philosophical 
and theological arguments, on scholastic progression from one inter¬ 
pretation to the other and on complex symbols, the comprehension 
of which demanded their interpretation through a learned clerical 
elite. Much of the misogynist content of patristic teaching was de¬ 
signed to convince men and women that this rationality was a nat¬ 
ural ability reserved to men, while women, precisely because they 
lacked this capacity, were preordained to educated ignorance and in¬ 
tellectual dependency. 


• 65 • 
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There was, however, an ancient tradition, preceding Christianity 
and developing within it from the start, which allowed for another 
mode of cognition and enlightenment. Mysticism, in its various forms, 
asserted that transcendent knowledge came not as a product of ra¬ 
tional thought, but as a result of a way of life, of individual inspi¬ 
ration and sudden revelatory insight. Mystics saw human beings, 
the world and the universe in a state of relatedness, open to under¬ 
standing by intuitive and immediate perception. Its practitioners saw 
God as immanent in all of creation, accessible through unconditional 
love and concentrated dedication manifested in sincere prayer and 
religious devotion. 1 "As if in an instant I learn what I know," wrote 
Hildegard of Bingen. The foremost Dutch mystic of the 13th cen¬ 
tury, Hadewijch of Brabant, wrote: ". . . Love shows that it dis¬ 
dains reason and all that is in, above and below reason. For what 
belongs to reason is opposed to what benefits the true nature of 
Love. Reason cannot take anything away from Love nor can it give 
anything to Love. For the true nature of Love is always a swelling 
flood without thought or forgetting." 2 After describing with great 
physicality the longing of her soul for union with her "beloved" 
(God), the 13th-century mystic Mechthild of Magdeburg described 
her experience poetically: 

The great tongue of the godhead 
spoke to me in many a strong word, 
this I perceived with the pitiful ears of 
my nothingness, 

and the pervasive radiance of light 

revealed itself 

to the eyes of my soul. 

In it I saw the unpronounceable order 
and I recognized the unspeakable 
magnificence 

and the unfathomable mystery 

and the unique sweetness with its gift of 

distinctness, 

and the highest satiety 

and the greatest order in the recognition 

and the delight with restraint 

toward one's (limited) forces 

and the unmixed joy in merging 

and the living life of eternity, 

as it is now and will ever be . 3 
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Many mystics experienced ecstatic raptures over prolonged pe¬ 
riods, some of them for most of their lives. Others had such intense 
experiences only rarely. Julian of Norwich is supposed to have ex¬ 
perienced all her revelations in one 24-hour period of intense vision¬ 
ary activity. Mystics drew on the biblical tradition of prophesy and 
revelation and especially on the imagery of the Song of Songs, which 
ever since Bernard of Clairvaux's allegorical interpretation had stood 
for the mystical union of God and the soul. Other sources of mys¬ 
ticism were the works of Plato and Eastern Christian spirituality of 
the 4th to the 6th century, especially the work of a Syrian monk 
known as Pseudo-Dionysius, who provided much of the language 
and imagery of medieval mystical thought. While mysticism had a 
long history, the religious revival of the 12th century gave it new 
vitality in Western Europe. The founding of the Cistercian order 
was based on a desire of many religious for a more ascetic life and a 
meditative practice that sought a profound spiritual union with God. 
The aim of Christian mystics was spiritual union with Christ, which 
could be reached by ascetic practices, suffering and mortification of 
the flesh, meditation, and openness to the revelatory experience. 
Mystics described their road to God variously, but it usually in¬ 
cluded several stages: 1) a purging of body and soul by exclusion of 
all sensory distractions achieved by ascetic practice and prayer and 
an emptying of the soul of all worldly concerns. 2) This "night of 
the spirit" or "darkness of unknowing," when all previous knowl¬ 
edge has been abandoned to get the soul in readiness, is followed by 
a transcendent experience, a sudden illumination. Mystics described 
the presence of God, a sudden certainty of a metaphysical reality 
which they perceived as immensely joyful and reassuring. 3) The 
final stage, which may occur simultaneously or later, is union with 
Christ, in which the mystic is re-experiencing Christ's suffering and 
crucifixion, or which may come as an overwhelming revelatory feel¬ 
ing of union, a merging, and sometimes orgiastic giving-over-of- 
the-self to the Other. All the great mystics, male or female, de¬ 
scribed such experiences, often in words that managed to express the 
inadequacy of words. Hadewijch's explanation is quite typical: "For 
the languages of heaven cannot be understood on earth. Languages 
enough and Dutch enough can be found for all things on earth, but 
I do not know any Dutch or any language for the things of heaven." 4 
Similarly, Mechthild of Magdeburg, after a highly poetic passage 
describing one of her visions, said in homely and rather vivid prose: 
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"Now my German falters. Latin I do not know. If there is some¬ 
thing good in it, it's not my fault. For there was never a dog so 
mean that he did not come gladly when his master offered him a 
white roll/' 5 Her shifting into plain speech here not only expresses 
the paucity of language in face of the mystical revelation, but her 
metaphor of the dog offered a white roll vividly expresses her sense 
of loss in not being offered the precious gift of the holy tongue. 

What the mystic learns in ecstasy and rapture is transmitted to 
contemporaries in revelations, prophecies, visions and spiritual com¬ 
mentaries. Some mystics' visions amount to a coherent theological 
system, others are fragmentary and unsystematic. Some build upon 
biblical and traditional ritual imagery; others are astonishingly orig¬ 
inal in concept and symbolism. Mystics obviously used whatever 
materials their own lives could provide; thus, cloistered mystics were 
influenced by imagery they would see depicted in the churches, the 
Bible and the sacred manuscripts to which they may have had access. 
Mystics who had long lived outside of cloisters or who came late in 
life to their mystical experiences, such as Hadewijch, Mechthild of 
Magdeburg, Margery Kempe, Dorothea of Montau and the later 
Protestant mystics, used imagery closely reflecting their worldly ex¬ 
periences. Margery Kempe, describing an ecstatic experience, drew 
on homely metaphors deriving from her life experience as a house¬ 
wife and mother in Lynn in East Anglia. She described wonderful 
sounds she heard: "One was a sort of sound as it if were a pair of 
bellows blowing in her ear. ... it was the sound of the Holy Ghost. 
And then Our Lord turned that sound . . . into the voice of a little 
bird which is called a red-breasted, that sang full merrily oftentimes 
in her right ear." 6 The 17th-century Pietiest mystic Anna Vetter 
had visions of Christ dancing with her at a wedding feast and of 
some mystic presence intervening in a quarrel in a tavern. 7 The 
mystics' visions are generally amazingly concrete in detail. There 
can be no question that they described actually lived experiences, 
whether these were visions, dreams, hallucinations, out-of-body states. 
In the case of Hildegard of Bingen and Julian of Norwich, the visions 
came during their full consciousness in the form of "showings," vi¬ 
sual and auditory images, later explained by "voices." The impor¬ 
tant achievement of all the mystics we know is that they not only 
had these extraordinary experiences, but that they could convince 
contemporaries not only of their actuality, but of their spiritual 
meaning. 8 Male mystics in the Middle Ages were all clerics who 
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needed no other authorization than that of their religious training 
to assume a public role. But for women the private discipline, suf¬ 
fering and rewards of the mystical life could sometimes be trans¬ 
formed into public roles of leadership unusual for their sex, as can 
be seen in the case of Hildegard of Bingen and, later, St. Catherine 
of Siena and St. Teresa of Avila. 

Hugh of St.-Victor, one of the early mystics, believed, as did 
most others, that scholastic learning and institutionalized ritual were 
not conducive to spiritual preparedness. The mystic's way of per¬ 
ceiving was, then, an alternate mode from the dominant religious/ 
theological mode of perceiving and knowing. It was particularly suit¬ 
able for the unlettered, the humble, those despised in the eyes of 
society. For had not Jesus spoken of just such men and women, 
those humble in spirit, that they would enter his Kingdom? Each of 
the female mystics dealt in some manner with this problem of her 
unworthiness for the role she was assuming. In a way, which oc¬ 
curred so frequently among women asserting their right to think 
that one might call it a pattern, they transformed this imputed 
weakness of their femaleness into a strength. It was precisely be¬ 
cause they were weak, uneducated and simple, and because they were 
excluded from the great privilege of the priesthood, that God had 
chosen them as His instrument for salvation. This argument recurs 
throughout the centuries. Mechthild of Magdeburg dealt with it sev¬ 
eral times in her book. In a section entitled "Of this book and its 
writer" she asked in prayer why she was commanded to write it. 


Ah Lord! were I a learned priest 

And hadst Thou worked this wonder in him 

Then hadst Thou endless honor therefrom. 

But how, can any believe 

That on this unworthy soil 

Thou couldst raise up a golden house . . . 

To which the Lord replies: 

One finds many a wise writer of books 
Who in himself, to My sight, is a fool. 

And I tell thee further, it greatly honours Me 
And strengthens mightily Holy Church 
That unlearned lips should teach 
The learned tongues of My Holy Spirit . 9 
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In another characteristic passage she had the Lord remind doubters 
that the apostles, too, at first were weak, that Moses hesitated to 
take up his power. ''And ask yet further how it was that Daniel was 
able to speak (so wisely) in his youth?" 10 

The apologetic stance of Mechthild of Magdeburg, an unclois¬ 
tered Beguine, toward her own prophetic gifts may have been due 
to her marginal social status, as the medievalist Caroline Bynum has 
remarked. Bynum noted that the nuns of the convent Helfta, living 
a generation later in a large and powerful community of women, 
spoke in a more confident tone of their right to teach and to counsel 
other Christians. Mechthild of Hackeborn and Gertrude, her sister, 
who was the abbess of Helfta, accepted the authority given them by 
their visions to be mediators, "preachers and teachers." Bynum points 
out that this authority came precisely because women were denied 
active roles in the institutionalized Church. 11 

The mystics' way of knowing and perceiving transcended na¬ 
tional and religious boundaries. Practicing mystics can be found in 
all religions and in most historical periods. To demonstrate the uni¬ 
versality of the mystical experience it is interesting to compare the 
accounts given above with that of a 19th-century African-American 
evangelist. 

Julia Foote, the daughter of slaves, but herself born free, was 
raised in New York State and later moved with her husband to New 
England. She early experienced a strong religious calling, but when 
she had two visions in which an angel held up a scroll to her which 
commanded her to preach, she resisted. "No, Lord, not me ... I 
thought it could not be that I was called to preach—I, so weak and 
ignorant. ... I had always been opposed to the preaching of women, 
and had spoken against it." 12 Following a familiar pattern of earlier 
mystics, she fell severely ill. Her friends and relatives gathered at 
her bedside, expecting her to die. She then had a vision of the Trin¬ 
ity in a garden. She was led before God the Father, the Son and the 
Holy Spirit and many angels. The Father asked her to decide whether 
she would obey him. She agreed, then Christ led her to a water, 
"and stripped me of my clothing .... Christ then appeared to 
wash me, the water feeling quite warm . . . ." She then heard sweet 
music and an angel held out a robe to her. The Holy Ghost plucked 
some fruit from a tree and fed her. Then God the Father commanded 
her to go, but she insisted that people would not believe her. Christ 
then appeared to write something with a golden pen and golden ink, 
upon golden paper. "He rolled it up and told her to put it in her 
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busom and said, . wherever you go, show it and they will know 
that I have sent you to proclaim salvation to all/ " 13 

Like so many mystics before her Julia Foote met severe disap¬ 
proval. She was excommunicated from her church, censured by her 
bishop and often denied permission to speak or preach. But she per¬ 
sisted and won many adherents to her doctrine of Sanctification. 
Thirty years later she commented on these efforts to deny her au¬ 
thority to preach: 

We are sometimes told that if a woman pretends to a Divine call . . . 
she will be believed when she shows credentials from heaven: that is, 
when she works a miracle. If it be necessary to prove one's right to 
preach the Gospel, I ask of my brethren to show me their credentials, 
or I cannot believe in the propriety of their ministry. 

Again, following much earlier precedent, Julia Foote then cited 
the Bible in defense of woman's right to preach. She quoted earlier 
prophets and especially Paul. "When Paul said 'Help those women 
who labor with me in the Gospel' he certainly meant that they did 
more than pour out tea." 14 With this acerbic comment this self- 
educated African-American 19th-century evangelist joins the long line 
of Christian women who base their authority as teachers and preach¬ 
ers on their mystical experiences and on citations from the Bible. 

It is evident from the historical record that mystical thought had a 
special appeal for women and that female mystics appeared to cluster 
in certain periods and regions. In their study of the sociology and 
origin of 864 saints in the Christian era, Weinstein and Bell report 
that the overall proportion of male to female saints was five to one. 
While not all mystics became saints, the Weinstein-Bell study illus¬ 
trates patterns which hold for mystics as well as for saints. Wein¬ 
stein and Bell found a gradual rise in the proportion of female to 
male saints from the 11th to the 13th century, with a sharp rise in 
the 14th and 15th centuries, when one of four saints was female. 15 
Weinstein and Bell also show the connection between mysticism and 
female sainthood. Even though women represent only 17 percent of 
all the saints they studied, they are 40 percent of all the saints known 
for mystic contemplation and 45 percent of all saints known for vi¬ 
sionary experiences. The most striking characteristic of female saints 
seems to be their propensity for supernatural signs and communica¬ 
tions, in which they represent 52 percent of Weinstein and Bell's 
sample. 16 Mystic contemplation, visions and communication with the 
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supernatural manifested in signs are peculiarly private forms of the 
miraculous. Since women were forbidden the practice of the priest¬ 
hood and of most public roles, with the exception of nursing the 
sick, it is not surprising that they expressed their religious experi¬ 
ence in these more private mystical forms. The need of women for 
authorization to speak, which we have detailed earlier, also may have 
led them to choose these forms of mystical expression. The divine 
image authorizes them, sends a scroll, speaks directly to them. It 
engages in a mystical marriage; washes them free of sin in a baptism 
scene; gives warrants, signs and messages. Without these, no one 
would believe the female mystic. One can conclude from these sta¬ 
tistics that women tended more toward visions and mystic contem¬ 
plation than men did, but it is also possible that these manifestations 
were more likely to be rewarded by the granting of sainthood to 
female than to male religious. The gender-specific definition of women 
as more emotional might lead the clergy controlling the institution¬ 
alization of sainthood to favor such manifestations in women rather 
than in men. 

Female mystics appear in clusters. The great 12th-century mys¬ 
tics, Hildegard of Bingen and Elizabeth of Schonau, both of whom 
died before 1180, were followed by the Beguine mystics Marie of 
Oignies, Hadewijch, Mechthild of Magdeburn and the remarkable 
nuns of Helfta, whose mysticism flourished in the late 13th cen¬ 
tury. 17 The 14th century brought the appearance of female mysti¬ 
cism in Holland, Germany, England, France and Italy. With the spread 
of the witchhunts and the onset of the Reformation there was a 
sharp drop in the numbers of female saints, followed by a steady 
decline. But female preachers making prophetic claims based on their 
visions continued to appear among Catholic and Protestant sectarians 
in the 16th and 17th centuries. The Counter-Reformation inspired 
the mysticism of Teresa of Avila and Mme. Guyon. In later centu¬ 
ries the mystic mode of thought would find expression in various 
Protestant sectarian religious movements, such as the Shakers, the 
Spiritualists and many of the smaller evangelical churches. 

The local clustering of mystics may also be explained by the fact 
that mystical practices could be learned. The nuns in the abbey of 
Helfta in Saxony and the Poor Clares convent of St. Damian in As- 
sissi taught each other mystical practices. Christina Ebner, herself a 
mystic, considered it unusual that some nuns in her convent did not 
have such experiences. 18 How can one explain the phenomenon of 
the flourishing of female mysticism from the 12th to the 14th cen- 
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tury? 19 Many historians think that the social conditions that fos¬ 
tered the growth of mysticism developed in the 11th century, when 
the Gregorian reforms of the Church expanded the clergy's influence 
and control over the laity. In the early Middle Ages the source of 
supernatural power had been manifested for the laity in daily life 
predominantly through the relics of saints, while the ordinary per¬ 
son's contact with the clergy was limited to baptism, burial and the 
paying of tithes. Monastic spirituality served as an ideal, while the 
prayers of monks and nuns assured God's grace to individual and 
community. By the middle of the 12th century the reforms in the 
Church, the spread of clerical celibacy, the refinement of canon law 
and the secure monopoly of the Church over education had en¬ 
hanced the position of the clergy, while it separated the spiritual and 
material worlds more sharply. The spiritual world was more and 
more seen as dominant over the secular. Theologically, the office of 
the priest was greatly increased in importance due to his authority 
to dispense the sacrament in the form of the mass and the Eucharist. 
This was reflected also in the sharp increase in the number of mo¬ 
nastic orders founded. The order of Fontevrault, founded by Robert 
of Arbrissel in 1100, grew rapidly in membership. The Cistercians, 
under the leadership of Bernard of Clairvaux, expanded greatly dur¬ 
ing the 12th and 13th centuries. By 1270 their abbeys in Western 
Europe numbered 671. The Premonstratensian order, founded by St. 
Norbert in 1120, evangelized the German domain. 20 

As the role of the educated clergy was enhanced, the role of women 
as both uneducated and unfit for clerical office became more sharply 
delineated, which, in fact, meant for women a restriction in their 
connection to the world of the sacred. This spiritual loss was paral¬ 
leled by a loss of visible authority for women. While the number of 
people who joined monastic orders increased dramatically in the 12th 
century, changes in the form of monasticism also worked to decrease 
the autonomy of women religious. By the end of the century double 
monasteries ruled over by abbesses had virtually disappeared in En¬ 
gland and Western Europe. The three new orders, at first reluctant 
to admit women, later set up separate houses for them, but defined 
the rules for women religious more strictly than they had earlier 
been. By the middle of the 12th century, total enclosure for women 
religious and their spiritual guidance by priests had become the norm. 
In the same period the educational goals for nuns were redefined and 
the study of Latin by nuns became the exception. 

Yet the same period saw the development and spread of new forms 
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of religious vocations. The apostolic life was now sought by a prolif¬ 
eration of lay groups in which men could pursue sanctity in new 
forms. Some withdrew to the wilderness to live in poverty and prayer; 
others formed wandering bands that attracted followers to their re¬ 
ligious fervor. The second half of the 12th century saw the rise of 
the Albigensian heresy (the Cathars in southern France were known 
as Albigenses). Some lay spiritual dissenters like Peter Valdes wanted 
to reform the clergy by their exemplary life of poverty and good 
works. He formed the Waldensian movement, consisting of lay per¬ 
sons who chose to live a life approximating that of Christ and the 
Apostles. His movement, at first tolerated by the Church, was soon 
condemned as a heresy. On the other hand. Pope Innocent III ap¬ 
proved of idealistic movements which sought to regenerate the Church 
from within, such as that of the new orders of friars, both the Do¬ 
minicans and the Franciscans. Friars resembled monks in their reli¬ 
gious vows, but they did not live in monasteries. They lived in the 
world, begging for their subsistence, and devoted themselves to good 
works and preaching. The movement founded by St. Francis of As¬ 
sisi inspired St. Clare to become his follower and to found, with his 
approval, the order of the Poor Clares. Women flocked to the wan¬ 
dering preachers and their sects, many of them joining heretical 
groups, as we will discuss later. Thus, the outburst of religious fer¬ 
vor among women persisted over male resistance. 21 

Women found temporary, often short-lived support for the no¬ 
tion of their innate equality with men as creatures of God in the 
heretical sects. Women in great numbers were active in organizing 
and proselytizing for the heretical sects and were visible among those 
suffering persecution and martyrdom. In this, they followed a pat¬ 
tern already noted in the history of early Christianity: as long as 
movements were small, loosely structured and persecuted, women 
were welcomed as members, given access to organizational leader¬ 
ship and shared authority with men. When the movement became 
successful, it became more tightly structured, more hierarchical and 
more male-dominated. Women were then relegated to auxiliary roles 
and to invisibility. This can be illustrated by the case of the Cathars. 

The Cathar heresy flourished in the 11th century in the Langue¬ 
doc and in the 12th century continued there and spread into Italy, 
the Rhineland and the Low Countries. Its dualistic belief system rested 
heavily on Gnostic texts and interpretations. 22 Cathar doctrine taught 
that there were two distinct gods, one the creator of good, the other 
of evil. The material world was created by the evil god and its re- 
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production was by definition evil, hence Cathars rejected marriage 
and what they defined as the fruits of copulation, meat and milk. 
Since sin originated in Satan, Cathars held Eve blameless in the Fall; 
they saw her merely as Satan's tool. Following Gnostic doctrine, 
Cathars believed that Mary Magdalen had been the wife or concu¬ 
bine of Christ. They denied the doctrine of physical resurrection and 
held that resurrection referred purely to the soul. It was the evil god 
that created male and female; in the heavenly kingdom all creatures 
would be angels without earthly sexuality. These doctrinal differ¬ 
ences from Catholic orthodoxy enabled Cathars to see men and women 
as more alike than different in the divine purpose and in their reli¬ 
gious potential. Cathars believed that it was possible for human beings 
to come closer to perfection through ascetic living; those who suc¬ 
ceeded were called perfecti ; both men and women could reach that 
stage. In practice most people reached that stage only shortly before 
their death. While marriage was tolerated for the ordinary believer, 
it was forbidden to perfecti and perfectae. One reached that stage 
through the ceremony of the consolamentum, a sort of baptism by 
the laying on of hands. This meant that ordinary believers had a 
great deal of freedom in sexual matters during their lifetimes, since 
they were assured that after confession and receiving the consola- 
mentum they would be perfected and saved. It is significant for the 
high status of women among the Cathars that, at least in theory, 
men and women could administer the consolamentum, although in 
practice few women ever did. 23 

Catharism developed in the cities of the Languedoc, especially in 
Toulouse, the center of textile production and trade. Large numbers 
of women in the textile manufacturies became Cathars, as did male 
artisans and textile workers. Since the wages of female textile work¬ 
ers were much below those of male workers, even fully employed 
women could barely support themselves. To such women Catharism 
may have offered hope of salvation and practical communal support. 
The disproportionately large number of females among these here¬ 
tics was noticed even by contemporaries. 

A number of Languedoc noblewomen are known as leaders of 
Catharism and as perfectae. Phillipa, wife of the Count de Foix, led 
a convent of perfectae; one of the count's sisters was Esclarmonde 
de Foix, the "Princesse Cathare." After the death of her husband, 
she returned to the court of her brother, who built a house in which 
she, his former wife and other perfectae lived. In 1207 there was a 
public dispute between several bishops and representatives of Wal- 
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densians and Cathars. It is indicative both of her high status and of 
the limitations of her position that Esclarmonde participated in this 
public dispute on the side of the heretics and that the bishops repri¬ 
manded her and told her to go back to her spinning. 24 

In the second half of the 12th century many Cathar women's 
convents were founded for unmarried daughters and widows of the 
lower nobility. These communities, led by perfectae, were under the 
spiritual guidance of a heretical bishop. While these Cathar women, 
like Catholic nuns, were active in education, spinning and weaving, 
they also proselytized and performed some religious ceremonies. 25 

Constant persecution of the Cathars by the Inquisition made se¬ 
vere inroads in the strength of the movement. The violence of the 
Albigensian crusade of 1209 fell with particular brutality upon women. 
That year there was a massacre of heretic women and children in 
Beziers, and a year later, in Minerve, Cathars were given a choice of 
abjuring their belief or burning. One hundred forty male and female 
Cathars jumped into the flames. When crusaders started a reign of 
terror against the perfectae, the local population at times defended 
the heretics. In 1234 in several communities, armed women and other 
citizens prevented the arrest of female heretics. In 1243 women ac¬ 
tively fought in defense of Montsegur castle, the last stronghold of 
the Cathars. During the siege almost all the noblewomen in the cas¬ 
tle made a pact with the bishop to give them the consolamentum in 
case they were wounded and could not speak. The agreement was 
fulfilled when the situation in the fortress became hopeless. After 
the defeat, the military defenders of the fortress were allowed to 
retreat unharmed, but 200 male and female Cathars were burned on 
a great pyre, among them a number of well-known perfectae. After 
Montsegur the nobility largely withdrew from Catharism, and Ca¬ 
thar convents gradually disappeared. 26 

By the end of the 13th century, Inquisition records no longer 
mention perfectae, which indicates that they lost their leadership 
position in the sect. In its declining phase Catharism attracted more 
adherents of the urban middle classes. Members of the middle class 
were drawn to Catharism because it allowed profit and interest, which 
the Church opposed. 27 The Cathar women among this group appear 
in the record as among the faithful, but not as leaders. They sup¬ 
ported the movement by raising funds, giving help to fugitives and 
doing missionary work. With the destruction of the Cathar convents 
the opportunity for women to exercise autonomous power and even 
political leadership disappeared. Many former perfectae joined the 
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Beguines; others found refuge in Catholic convents. By the middle 
of the 14th century, Catharism had virtually disappeared. As would 
happen so often later in revolutionary and heretical movements, Ca¬ 
tharism had seemed to promise women a role of spiritual and theo¬ 
logical equality. Under the impact of persecution and of middle-class 
respectability this promise had given way to male dominance and 
patriarchal structures. The courage of the armed women defending 
their villages in the Languedoc against invading crusaders was only 
a singular outcry, throttled, and quickly forgotten. 

The development of the Beguine movement shortly after 1200 in 
the Low Countries, the Rhineland, Switzerland and northern France 
offered a new road to sanctity for women. Beguines—lay women 
pledged to poverty, chastity, manual labor and communal worship— 
lived in all-female, self-governing communities. In addition to the 
spiritual reasons discussed above, there were also economic reasons 
for the spread of this movement in certain regions. There was in the 
12th and 13th centuries a surplus of females in the population, which 
made many women unmarriageable. It did not require a dowry to 
join a beguinage, as it did to join a convent, and this fact may, ac¬ 
cording to some historians, explain the rapid spread of the Beguine 
movement. 28 Beguine communities not only offered sanctuary and a 
new lifestyle to single women, they also promoted the reading of 
the Bible in the vernacular, which increased the potential for un¬ 
schooled women to express themselves religiously. It is of interest 
here that several Beguines became celebrated mystics. Although the 
further spread of the Beguine movement was halted in the early 
14th century by accusations of heresy and witchcraft, mysticism 
continued to flourish. 29 

I began this discussion by defining mysticism as an alternate mode 
of thought to patriarchal thinking. If this is true, then the fact of its 
appeal to women in a period of social upheaval, when avenues of 
self-realization and religious expression were restricted for them, makes 
sense. Whatever motivation women may have had for becoming 
mystics, it was more difficult and hazardous for women than for 
men to make claims to mystical experiences and to sainthood. The 
faithful were much more likely to accept such claims from males, 
who usually were priests or monks. There is a noticeable difference 
in the popularity during their lifetime and in their later impact be¬ 
tween women mystics who stayed under the mentorship or protec¬ 
tion of a male spiritual adviser or of an institution supporting them 
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and those who operated without such protection. It was quite im¬ 
possible for a woman to reach sainthood without such male clerical 
protection and promotion. Hildegard of Bingen, despite her not in¬ 
frequent conflict with Church authorities, early won the approval of 
St. Bernard of Clairvaux and of the Pope himself, which established 
her and enabled her to pursue a respectable public career. Christina 
of Markyate, a 12th-century Anglo-Saxon mystic and recluse, was 
supported by the hermit Roger and by Geoffrey, abbot of St. Al¬ 
bans. Margaretha and Christina Ebner were supported by their spir¬ 
itual mentor Heinrich von Nordlingen. St. Clare had the support of 
St. Francis of Assisi; St. Catherine of Siena was encouraged l^>y her 
spiritual adviser Raymond of Capua, later General of the Dominican 
Order. These mystics, who exerted great influence during and after 
their lifetime, managed to combine their unusual public roles as 
teachers and prophets with the traditional roles of the female reli¬ 
gious within the Catholic Church. 

It was more difficult for an uncloistered woman or one who came 
to the cloistered life late. She had to convince her family of origin, 
or if she was already married, her husband of her desire for and 
commitment to chastity. The struggle was often protracted and bit¬ 
ter, as can be seen in the case of several celebrated mystics. 30 

Christina of Markyate (b. 1096), daughter of an Anglo-Saxon no¬ 
ble family, vowed herself to chastity at an early age. Nevertheless 
her family arranged for a betrothal, which Christina refused. She 
fled from her home and was sheltered by the hermit Roger, who 
became her spiritual adviser. She long lived as a recluse and later 
became prioress of a small Benedictine order at Markyate. Marie 
of Oignies (b. 1176), whose marriage had been arranged at the age 
of fourteen, persuaded her husband to live a chaste marriage and 
even persuaded him to share her life of poverty. Birgitta of Sweden 
(b. 1302 or 03-1373) similarly managed to convince her husband to 
live a life of chastity and asceticism, but only after she had borne 
eight children and lived a traditional life as mistress of a household 
at the royal court. After her husband died, she sought shelter and 
found support in the Cistercian abbey of Alvastra, whose prior be¬ 
came her spiritual adviser. It was there that she dictated her Reve¬ 
lations. She soon moved to Rome and began her public career as 
spiritual adviser, teacher and founder of the Brigittine order. Her 
daughter who became St. Catherine of Sweden (1331-81) was mar¬ 
ried at age twelve, but persuaded her husband not to consummate 
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the marriage. Still a virgin at age eighteen, she left her sick husband 
in Sweden and joined her mother in Rome. God assured her in a 
vision that this is what she must do and that her husband would 
soon die, which he did. As a widow she perfected her vocation of 
mystic and saint. 

Several other married mystics had a more difficult struggle for 
their right to their vocation. Dorothea of Montau (1347-94), al¬ 
though certain of her religious vocation at an early age, was married 
at sixteen and bore nine children, of whom eight died in her life¬ 
time. She lived an ascetic life, practicing constant devotions and 
mortifications of the flesh, which interfered with her duties as a 
housewife. Her husband abused and beat her for these transgres¬ 
sions, but she considered all of her suffering, whether self-inflicted 
or inflicted by her husband, as a special dispensation of God which 
increased her raptures and trances. While she was on a pilgrimage 
her husband died and she put herself under the protection of John 
of Marienwerder, who promoted her fame as a miracle worker and 
wrote two vitae of her. Dorothea of Montau lived out the last years 
of her life as an anchoress, walled off in a cell in the cathedral of 
Marienwerder. 

Clara Gambacorta (d. 1419), the offspring of a prominent family 
in Pisa, was betrothed at age seven and sent to live in the house of 
her betrothed at age twelve. When he died before the marriage could 
be consummated, the family wanted her to enter a second betrothal, 
but she refused, citing the example of Catherine of Siena, and es¬ 
caped to join the Poor Clares. Her brothers came with an armed 
gang and threatened to burn the convent down if she were not re¬ 
leased. The nuns sent her back to her family, where she was held 
prisoner in her room for many months, until her father finally be¬ 
came convinced of her vocation. He endowed a new Dominican com¬ 
munity for her, of which she later became the prioress. 

Women who lived without parental or male protection were al¬ 
ways very vulnerable to accusations of heresy. The mystics who lived 
as Beguines were often under suspicion of heresy and under attack. 
The Beguine Hadewijch of Brabant, who lived in a community of 
women, whose spiritual guide she was, supposedly escaped persecu¬ 
tion as a heretic only by leaving this community and living in iso¬ 
lation. The Beguine Mechthild of Magdeburg had to seek shelter and 
protection in old age at the convent at Helfta. Most of the unclois¬ 
tered women mystics, down to the 19th century, report harassment, 
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ridicule and public condemnation. During the period of the witch¬ 
craft trials, such women were particularly vulnerable to prosecution 
and death. 

The case of Marguerite Porete is a significant example of this 
phenomenon and one of the few examples in which the actual words 
and beliefs of the accused heretic are available to us through her 
writings, not through the interpretations of inquisitorial proceedings 
or courts. Since many different contemporaries refer to her as a Be- 
guine, we may assume that she was one and that this fact con¬ 
tributed to the suspicions centering upon her. Marguerite Porete was 
born in Hainaut and wrote her famous book, Le Miroir des simples 
ames . . . (Mirror of the Simple Soul) sometime between 1296 and 
1306. Her long work, made up of verses and commentary, is in the 
form of a dialogue of Amour and Raison concerning the conduct of 
the soul. 31 It postulates seven states of grace which lead up to the 
union of the soul with God. At the fourth stage the soul is at a level 
of contemplation in which it is free of all obedience to external au¬ 
thority and laws. In the seventh stage the soul arrives at a level of 
"glorification" in which "all the works of virtue are enclosed in the 
soul and obey her without contradiction." 32 Porete goes on to argue 
that in this stage the soul need not concern itself with masses, pen¬ 
ance, sermons, fasts or prayer. She sings in rejoicing: "Virtues, I 
take leave of you for evermore:/ I'll have a freer heart for that— 
more joyful too./ Your service is too unremitting—indeed I know./ 
. . . I have quit your tyrannies; now I am at peace." 33 This belief, 
bordering on Antinomianism, was of itself offensive to the ortho¬ 
dox. In 1306 her book was condemned before an ecclesiastical court 
at Valenciennes as heretical and burned in her presence. She was 
warned not to disseminate it or her ideas any further. In 1308 she 
was brought before the new Bishop of Cambrai, Philip de Marigny, 
and the Inquisitor of Lorraine under the accusation that she was still 
circulating copies of her book. She was then sent to Paris to be ex¬ 
amined by the Dominican Inquisitor, but there she refused to an¬ 
swer any questions and to take the vows necessary for her exami¬ 
nation. She was then imprisoned and stayed in prison for one and a 
half years. When she was finally brought to trial in 1310, the In¬ 
quisitor extracted a list of articles from her book, which the judges 
then declared heretical. The Inquisitor particularly objected to the 
passage in the Miroir which stated "a soul annihilated in the love of 
the creator could, and should, grant to nature all that it desires." 
The examiner, citing this offensive passage against her and pointing 
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out its similarity to the beliefs of the Free Spirit adherents, had de¬ 
liberately left out the next sentence in the text, which qualifies this 
statement by explaining that the soul, thus transformed and glorified 
is so well ordered "that it does not demand anything prohibited/' 34 
Her defense that before her trial she had sent the book to three high 
Church authorities for their judgment and that they had not con¬ 
sidered it heretical worked against her. Because she had ostensibly 
by her presence at the book-burning in Valenciennes abjured her 
heresies, the examination commission found her current offense the 
more deplorable and condemned her as a "relapsed heretic." She was 
immediately transferred to the secular courts and a few days later 
was burned at the stake at the Place de Greve in Paris. A contem¬ 
porary witness testified to her unusual dignity and courage which 
made many who were present at her ordeal weep. 35 

Marguerite Porete indeed believed in "free souls," but she meant 
by this an invisible community of free souls united in the love of 
God. In the Miroir she pointed the way by which such a level of 
love and spirituality might be attained. Going this far, she was still 
within the realm of accepted mystical thought. Her doctrine of mys¬ 
tic union with God reflects ideas found in the writings of Hildegard 
of Bingen and Mechthild of Magdeburg, but, unlike these authors, 
Marguerite Porete did not respect the established Church as the only 
or chief vehicle toward salvation. Porete contrasted her greater Church 
with the "little Church" established on earth. As she saw it, the 
greater Church of the free spirits could override the lesser, the scho¬ 
lastic church establishment. It is this unorthodoxy which distin¬ 
guished her from most of the other mystics. Her writing becomes 
sharp, almost polemical when she deals with this subject: 

Theologians and other clerks, 

You won't understand this book 

—however bright your wits— 

if you do not meet it humbly, 

and in this way Love and Faith 

make you surmount Reason: 

they are the mistresses of Reason's house. 

And in her "Farewell Song," she again sounds a note of defiance: 

Beloved, what will beguines say and the pious throng 
when they hear the excellence of your divine song? 

Beguines say that I am wrong, priest and clerk and preacher, 

Austins and Carmelites and the Friars Minor, 
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wrong in writing of the being of this noble Love. 

I am not— . . . 36 

Still, her theoretical deviations from orthodoxy were too slight 
to explain her fate. The historian Robert Lerner thinks that her per¬ 
secution was due to the fact that she was uncloistered and happened 
to be tried at a time when, for political reasons having nothing to 
do with her, King Philip had to demonstrate his orthodox zeal. Ler¬ 
ner thinks Porete rather arbitrarily fell victim to this political neces¬ 
sity when Bishop Marigny, her accuser and King Philip's close ad¬ 
viser, misinterpreted certain passages in her book as an attack on the 
King. 

Yet, despite her death as a heretic, and even though the Inquisi¬ 
tion declared that to retain a copy of her book made one subject to 
excommunication, the Miroir was widely read and cherished in suc¬ 
ceeding centuries. One copy of the original in French was saved, but 
there were five medieval translations (two Latin, two Italian and one 
Middle English) in which the book survived. For a time, it was even 
ascribed to the celebrated male mystic Ruysbroeck, whose orthodoxy 
was unquestioned. 37 Porete's work was always more acceptable than 
her person and her attitude toward authority. Other rebellious women 
affiliated with social movements considered heretical or revolution¬ 
ary were savagely persecuted for such affiliation, but Porete repre¬ 
sents a more solitary figure. Like Joan of Arc, and, much later, the 
Quaker Mary Dyer, she followed her inner voice and refused to co¬ 
operate with Church or state authority. The fact that, after a year 
and a half in jail, she remained silent during her trial and refused to 
obey all orders asking her to renounce and abandon her own writ¬ 
ings makes her a heroic figure, braver than Galileo and many others, 
better known and more celebrated. Galileo, after recanting his the¬ 
ories under pressure from the Inquisition, is said to have stated on 
his deathbed, "And yet it [the earth] moves. ..." Marguerite Po¬ 
rete, never recanting, anticipated her martyred death and, after list¬ 
ing all those who would say that she was wrong, defied the future 
with her proud assertion: "I am not [wrong]." 

We have seen how mysticism offered some women a liberating path 
toward self-fulfillment and even toward the assumption of public 
roles. The mystical way empowered these women and enabled them 
to lead highly individualistic, heroic lives, defying all the prescrip¬ 
tions of patriarchal ideology. Yet these rare and certainly unusually 
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gifted women paid an enormous price in insecurity, sickness and 
vulnerability. With a very few exceptions, their position was mar¬ 
ginal and imperiled. The 15th-century mystic Margery Kempe has 
provided an unusually vivid description of the hazards she faced in 
her unusual vocation and life style in her autobiography, the first 
autobiography written by an Englishwoman. Margery was not only 
insecure during her lifetime, but has been equally insecure in her 
reputation. 38 If Hildegard of Bingen, the noble-born nun of recog¬ 
nized genius, represents one extreme in the spectrum of female 
mysticism, then Margery Kempe, the urban housewife and mother 
who made herself into a pilgrim and outcast, represents another. 

Margery Kempe (c. 1373-1438) was the daughter of a prominent 
burgher family in Lynn, East Anglia, and the wife of a merchant of 
Lynn. Uneducated, but resourceful, she led a fairly conventional life 
until her first child's delivery, which brought on a severe mental and 
physical crisis. She thought she would die and had a vision in which 
Christ appeared to her, after which she recovered. She then decided 
that "she was bound to God and would be his servant." Still fighting 
her vocation, she engaged on a career as a brewer, in which she 
succeeded for three years and then failed. Taking this as God's pun¬ 
ishment for her sins, she tried again as a miller, but failed in this 
occupation as well. Meanwhile, her husband exercised his conjugal 
rights over her, which she described as so "abominable ... that 
. . . she would rather have eaten or drunk the ooze and the muck 
in the gutter than consent to any fleshly communing, save only for 
obedience." 39 From this we can surmise that her fourteen pregnan¬ 
cies were not voluntary. In her autobiography, in which she men¬ 
tions many trivial incidents with much detail, she never speaks of 
her fourteen children, except for one son, a great sinner whom she 
helped to repent and reform. 

Margery Kempe's struggle for marital chastity was protracted and 
clearly long unsuccessful. She felt a great urge to go on pilgrimages 
and overcame her husband's reluctance, getting him finally to ac¬ 
company her. On the first voyage, after they had been observing 
eight weeks of voluntary chastity, the crucial incident occurred. 
Margery Kempe describes it in her usual simple and down-to-earth 
manner, remembering such homely details as that it was "right hot 
weather," that they were coming from York and that she was car¬ 
rying a bottle of beer for her husband. John Kempe asked her if she 
would rather see him beheaded than sleep with him again. She an¬ 
swered, "with great sorrow:—Forsooth, I would rather see you being 
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slain, than that we should turn again to our uncleanness/' And he 
replied; "Ye are no good wife," but he offered her a compromise. 
He would not "meddle with her" again, if she would pay off his 
debts; he demanded that they continue to lie in bed together and 
that she should eat and drink with him again on Fridays as she used 
to do. 40 Readily agreeing to the first two points, Margery sought 
reassurance from Christ on the decision not to fast on Fridays, was 
apparently reassured, and agreed to the bargain her husband had 
proposed. Thereafter they lived a chaste married life on its terms. 

The simplicity and naivete of Kempe's account partially account 
for her bad reputation among historians, who consider her a hysteric 
or a fraud. Her extroverted scandalous behavior is often unfavorably 
contrasted with the introverted, deep mysticism of cloistered women. 
But it is precisely the newness of the role she created, which made 
the way of the mystic accessible to ordinary women living in the 
world, that is of interest here. Kempe perceived her mission to be in 
the world, to be a mirror to sinners, so that by her example they 
might be saved. From the time of her first vision of Christ she lived 
ascetically, did much fasting and penance and took communion fre¬ 
quently. Yet her visions came easily and seemingly without the self- 
inflicted agonies so many of the mystics paid for their raptures. She 
spoke to Christ as familiarly and plainly as to her husband and to 
other contemporaries. She frequently went on errands at the Lord's 
command, delivering his messages. Once, shortly after childbirth, 
the Lord commanded her to go to the Vicar of St. Stephen in Nor¬ 
wich and "shew him thy secrets, and My counsels such as I shew 
thee." She explained to the Vicar "how sometimes the Father of 
Heaven spoke to her soul as plainly and as verily as one friend speaks 
to another. Sometimes the Second Person in Trinity, sometimes all 
Three Persons in Trinity, and one substance in Godhead spoke to 
her soul. . . . Sometimes Our Lady spoke to her mind; sometimes 
St. Peter, sometimes St. Paul, sometimes St. Katherine. . . ." 41 She 
acknowledged that many people slandered her and did not believe 
that she spoke the word of God, but she managed time and again to 
convince monks, friars, bishops of the truth of her claims. 

Margery Kempe was concerned with money, with debts, with 
how to secure food and drink and lodging. Her spirituality is rooted 
in ordinary dailyness. Precisely that lends her account its uniqueness 
and makes it a convincing source of social history, quite apart from 
its intrinsic interest. 

Kempe was unable to write or read, and her autobiography was 
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dictated to two scribes when she was over sixty years old. It is writ¬ 
ten in the third person and she refers to herself throughout as "this 
creature." The book exists in a 15th-century manuscript, which re¬ 
mained undiscovered until 1934 in a Lancashire home. Thus, it lacks 
all the hagiographic conventions and formalities of the lives of most 
of the mystics who have come down to us in history. Kempe was 
largely unknown outside of a circle of neighbors and acquaintances 
during her lifetime and had no following to perpetuate her memory. 
She intended the book as a testimonial of "the high and unspeakable 
mercy of our Sovereign Saviour" and hoped it would encourage other 
"sinful wretches" to take solace and comfort in Christ's mercy. She 
is thus closer in tone and attitude to the left-wing sectarians of the 
Reformation and to the black evangelicals of the 19th-century United 
States than she is to the more theologically oriented mystics dis¬ 
cussed earlier. 

After she had won her freedom to go on pilgrimages as God com¬ 
manded her, Margery Kempe proceeded to fashion a unique and 
somewhat notorious career. The Lord commanded her to wear only 
white clothing, which caused her much grief and attack from con¬ 
temporaries. But it did serve to set her off from others as unique 
and strange. She lived a life of almost constant pilgrimages, appar¬ 
ently without the support of husband and family. She traveled to 
Germany, to Rome and to the Holy Land. She recounts innumerable 
difficulties because of her itinerant and deviant life. In her day rep¬ 
utable women of good family did not travel alone, so Kempe was 
always trying to attach herself to groups of pilgrims. But her pecu¬ 
liar form of devotion, loud and pitiful sobbing and weeping in churches 
and holy places, made her conspicuous and obnoxious to her fellow 
pilgrims, and time and again they cast her out. While she had earlier 
fallen into fits of "holy tears" and loud weeping whenever she con¬ 
templated the passion of Christ, this escalated when she was in the 
Holy Land on Mount Calvary. "She fell down because she could not 
stand or kneel, and rolled and wrested with her body, spreading her 
arms abroad and cried with a loud voice as though her heart would 
have burst asunder." 42 This kind of crying and shouting came over 
her at the sight of the crucifix or in other holy places or when she 
saw an animal or a person hurt. Contemporaries (and later readers) 
considered her crying extreme. At first it came over her infre¬ 
quently, but later daily; one day she had seven fits. She would try 
to control herself, but could not. "Some said that a wicked spirit 
vexed her; some said it was a sickness; some said that she had drunk 
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too much wine; some banned her . . . some wished she was on the 
sea in a bottomless boat." 43 It is clear that the crying and weeping 
were out of her control and brought her mostly grief. Yet it served 
to impress her contemporaries with her strangeness and power and, 
combined with her visions and her energy, made her mystical qual¬ 
ities believable. 

Kempe reports that she performed a number of miracles, such as 
saving the Guildhall in King's Lynn from a fire by her prayers, which 
brought on a snowfall. She had a following among people who wanted 
her to weep for them, especially the dying or the sick, and she re¬ 
ported some successes in curing the sick with her tears and prayers. 
During long years of pilgrimages and voyages, she spent much time 
among strangers, and the precariousness of her existence led to her 
being accused of heresy and, once, of being a Lollard. She was im¬ 
prisoned and questioned, but her answers to theological questions 
were so orthodox, that she was released. When she found herself in 
dangerous situations of this kind, she did not hesitate to invoke her 
respectable family ties as the daughter of an outstanding burgher of 
Lynn and the wife of another. She assured her accusers that she had 
her husband's permission to travel. At various other times, higher 
ranking clergy, to whom she appealed boldly when she was in trou¬ 
ble, sympathized with her and offered her protection against the lower 
ranking clergy who accused her. In these encounters she showed 
great fortitude, wit and resourcefulness. 

Once the Archbishop of York tried to make her promise not to 
teach in his diocese, but she insisted that she would continue to 
"speak of God." The monks invoked St, Paul against her, but she 
had a ready answer. "I preach not, sir; I come into no pulpit. I use 
but communication and good words, and that I will do while I live." 44 
She was repeatedly accused of sexual misconduct and often felt her¬ 
self threatened by rape. It is noteworthy that her exaggerated weep¬ 
ing, anxiety and fear of rape and persecution were all traits common 
to other women of her time, which she managed to dramatize and 
put into the service of her vocation. She lived in a harsh world in 
difficult times, having removed herself from the comfort, security 
and protection which she had had as a burgher's wife in Lynn, and 
making herself conspicuous and suspect by her unusual behavior. 
While her outbursts reinforced the stereotype of the ultimate victim, 
the uncontrollably weeping female, she was active, shrewd and gifted 
with a talent for self-preservation. At times of crisis she showed a 
cocky self-assurance and a sure instinct for appealing to the most 
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important male officeholder to whom she had access. Margery Kempe 
shows little introspection and seldom rises to theological specula¬ 
tions. Her greatest worry was whether she could trust her visions 
or whether she might be deceived by the devil. She consulted the 
Dominican anchorite Julian of Norwich and was reassured by her, 
"Daughter, ye suck even on Christ's breast, and ye have an earnest- 
penny of Heaven." 45 Several monks and bishops whom she con¬ 
sulted believed in her divine inspiration. Her pilgrimages strength¬ 
ened her faith in herself, and she always found people who believed 
in her and supported her in her work. Despite all accusations of 
heresy, she remained a faithful daughter of the Church all her life. 

Margery Kempe's conversations with Christ are unaffected, al¬ 
most simple-minded. As a mystic, she has the quality of woodcut¬ 
ters and painters who decorate the village churches with their starkly 
beautiful, yet coarsely made works of art. She was self-made, origi¬ 
nal, devout and utterly human in her energy for survival and her 
insistence on making herself heard. In her, the affective aspect of 
mysticism was developed to excess, yet it was always held in check 
by her good common sense and her ability to deal with people. Where 
patriarchal society had confined women to the choice between clois¬ 
tered virginity or domestic drudgery, Margery Kempe developed a 
new way, to be followed by housewives, mothers, secular self-made 
charismatics and reformers. She stood at the end of a long line of 
saintly women, slightly shop-worn and at times a bit comical, but 
sturdy and solid and pointing toward other choices for women in the 
future. 
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We have seen how women through mystical experience found the 
assertiveness and authority necessary to speak, teach and influence 
people. Others found different ways to assert their claim to religious 
equality. The effort on the part of individual women, each acting in 
her own way, persisted over the centuries. It took a variety of forms: 
1) the development of female God-language and symbolism; 2) the 
re-conceptualization of the Divine as both male and female; 3) wom¬ 
en's direct intervention in redemption and salvation; and 4) a delib¬ 
erate and often scholarly feminist Bible criticism, which I will deal 
with in a separate chapter. 

The development of female God-language and symbolism has a 
complex and ambiguous history, because both men and women en¬ 
gaged in the enterprise, although possibly for quite opposite reasons. 
The medievalist Caroline Bynum has studied the various female 
symbols attributed to Christ by male and female mystics during the 
late Middle Ages—Christ the Redeemer as a mother nourishing and 
saving her young; the feeding of the soul through the Eucharist 
likened to a mother nursing her baby; the image of nursing the soul 
through feeding or drinking of the blood of Christ's wounds; and 
the frequently used image of the Church or the priest as a mother 
nourishing souls with the milk of religion. These images were used 
by male and female religious, but, as Bynum observes, such "fe¬ 
male" images were more frequently used by men than women. 
Women seemed to prefer the images of being the child of Jesus or 
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being his bride. 1 She observes that the metaphor of the leader as 
“mother" was usually applied to male authority figures—the apos¬ 
tles, abbots, bishops. She sees this expressing a desire of 12th-century 
monks to project a more loving, less authoritarian image of leader¬ 
ship and she cautions us not to confuse this with their high valua¬ 
tion of contemporary women. In fact both the cult of Mary and the 
use of female symbolism in God-language coincided with misogyny 
and the curtailment of women's power and influence in Church and 
secular life. 2 

The image of the women mystic as the bride or lover of Christ 
occurs repeatedly. I will give just one example of it. Hadewijch, in 
one of her visions expresses herself in characteristic erotic imagery: 

On a pentecost I had a vision at dawn. The mass was being celebrated 
in the church and I was there. My heart and my veins and all my limbs 
shook and trembled with longing . . . and I felt in so fierce and terrible 
a mood that I thought I could not satisfy my beloved and my beloved 
did not fill me entirely: it seemed I had to die raging against myself 
and dying had to continue to rage against myself. ... I longed to 
enjoy my beloved, to recognize and feel him in order to experience my 
humanity in fullest measure by feeling his humanity . . . 

Then He came from the altar in the shape of the child; and the child 
was in the shape He had in the first three years of His life. He turned 
toward me, took his body from the Ziborium into his right hand and 
into his left he took the Cup. . . . 

Then he came in the shape and dress of the man, as he was on the 
day when he first gave us of his body; entirely human and male, won¬ 
derful and beautiful with a glorified face he approached me in an atti¬ 
tude of humility, as someone who entirely belongs to another. He gave 
himself to me in the form of the sacrament, in the form in which one 
usually partakes of it; and afterwards he himself offered me the Cup to 
drink with its taste and form as usual. But then he came to me himself, 
took me into his arms and pressed me to him; and all my limbs felt his 
in the fullness of my heart's desire and my humanity. . . . But after 
a short time I lost the beautiful man in his external form. I saw him 
disappear and melt into Oneness so I could no longer separate him as 
outside of myself and I could no longer perceive him. It seemed to me 
that we had become One without distinction. . . . And so I rested in 
my beloved in dread and awe, so that I fully melted into him and there 
remained nothing of myself to myself; I was transformed and accepted 
into the spirit; and this vision lasted for hours . 3 

Not many mystics take the erotic imagery so literally, but most 
of the women mystics use gender-specific bodily metaphors to ex- 
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press their unfathomable and mysterious transcendent experiences. 
They describe themselves as nourishing, sometimes as breast-feeding 
the Christ child; they cradle and fondle the child; they experience 
the sensation of feeding on the blood of Christ as they receive the 
Eucharist. Caroline Bynum has shown that Eucharistic devotion is a 
largely female contribution to Church ritual. 4 

The re-conceptualization of the Divine as both male and female 
appears already in the work of Hildegard of Bingen (discussed in 
Chapter Three). The archetypal maternal figures in her visions— 
Caritas, Mary and Ecclesia—mediate between God and humanity in 
her "richly nuanced theology of the feminine." 5 Yet, ultimately her 
addition of a female element to the divinity, while powerful and 
persuasive, is incremental in a theology in which the Trinity re¬ 
mains male-described and male-personified. 

The most far-reaching re-conceptualization of the Divine occurs 
in the work of Julian of Norwich, an English 14th-century mystic 
and recluse. In sixteen visions which she recounts in her book Rev¬ 
elations, Julian presents us with an androgynous God, a God essen¬ 
tially expressed in male and female symbols. 

And thus in our Creation God almighty is our kindly Father, and God 
Who is all wisdom is our kindly Mother, with the love and the goodness 
of the Holy Ghost—all of Whom are one God and one Lord. . . . Thus 
in our Father God we have our being, and in our Mother of mercy we 
have our reforming and our restoration, in Whom our parts are united 
and all made into perfect men, and by the yielding and giving grace of 
the Holy Ghost we are fulfilled . . . for our nature is whole in each 
person of the Trinity which is one God . 6 

Julian elsewhere elaborates on the metaphors of motherhood. As 
the mother gives suck to her child, so Jesus, our Mother, feeds us 
with Himself. As the mother lays the child to her breast, so Jesus, 
our Mother, leads us to his breast. She continues: 

To the property of motherhood belong nature, love, wisdom, and un¬ 
derstanding, and it is God. Although our bodily birth may be insignifi¬ 
cant, meek and humble compared to our spiritual birth, yet it is He 
Who enables creatures to give birth. . . . He is our Mother in nature 
by the operation of grace in the humble part for love of the higher 
part . 7 

While other theologians before her had used the metaphor of God 
as both father and mother, Julian's re-visioning makes this concept 
central to her entire theology. The idea of an androgynous God or a 



The Way of the My sties-2 ■ 91 


female part of the Trinity appears again in the work of the mystic 
Jacob Bohme and later in some of the left-wing sects of the Protes¬ 
tant Reformation, which we will discuss below. Interestingly, women 
do not take up the concept again until the 18th century, when Ann 
Lee develops a theology based on the full equality of the male and 
female aspect of the Divine. 

The major emphasis in the feminine re-thinking of Christian the¬ 
ology next to Julian of Norwich is on re-visioning the female role in 
salvation. A radical expression of this tendency appears in the 13th 
century among a small group of heretics named Guglielmites. We 
know of them only through the records of the inquisitorial process 
against the followers of one Guglielma of Milan (1210-81), who was 
worshipped as the incarnation of the Holy Spirit. She was a some¬ 
what mysterious figure, most likely a daughter of the King of Bo¬ 
hemia who, together with her young son, fled from her family to 
live the life of a Cistercian Tertiary in Milan. She was connected 
with the abbey of St. Maria di Chiaravalle, but did not enter the 
order. She preached, advised people and reported on her visions, soon 
acquiring a steady following of men and women who considered her 
a saint. Her adherents spread the word that she was the bodily equal 
of Christ, that she would die in order to save the unconverted, and 
that Redemption was only possible through the Incarnation of the 
Divine in both male and female. She selected a woman to represent 
her as a true Pope, as St. Peter represented Christ. Her candidate 
for the female papacy was Manfreda da Pirovana, a cousin of Milan's 
ruler Matteo Visconti. After Guglielma's death in 1281, her follow¬ 
ers expected that she would bodily ascend to heaven. According to 
her wish, she was buried in Chiaravalle, which became the center 
for her veneration as a saint, with pilgrims, miracles, relics and sev¬ 
eral holidays devoted to her. 

A month after her burial her corpse was exhumed and subjected 
to a ceremonious washing. The corpse was then dressed in the habit 
of the Tertiaries and reburied. The water in which her corpse had 
been washed was kept by Manfreda and used as a miracle-working 
fluid. Guglielmites held preaching and prayer meetings and celebra¬ 
tory memorial meals. Manfreda asserted Guglielma's divinity and 
preached her doctrine and went so far as to twice celebrate the Mass 
and give her followers the Eucharist, functions reserved to the male 
priesthood. Nineteen years after Guglielma's death the Inquisition 
examined Manfreda and several of her sect twice before concluding 
that not only Manfreda and her followers but, above all, the dead 
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Gulgielma were guilty of heresy. Manfreda and two of her male 
followers were burned in Milan in 1300, together with the exhumed 
body of Guglielma, a measure which seems to indicate that Church 
authorities feared her appeal and wanted to forestall any cult at¬ 
tached to her remains. 8 

A similar claim to female agency in the bringing of salvation 
appears shortly after this trial. One Prous Boneta was arrested in 
Montpellier and brought before the Inquisition in Carcassonne. There, 
on August 6, 1325, she made a public confession and was burned at 
the stake. Boneta, an unlettered simple woman, was apparently the 
center of a small group of radical sectarians, a fact which was con¬ 
firmed by the confessions of her sister and another woman accused 
with her. Boneta claimed that the then current Pope, John XXII, was 
a veritable Antichrist and that under his reign no more souls could 
be saved. She regarded her own condemnation as the redemption of 
the Holy Ghost, necessary to achieve the salvation of humankind. 
For she, Prous Boneta, had been selected as the representative of the 
Trinity and as the giver of the Holy Ghost to sinful humanity. She 
does not seem to have had a large following, but her confession is 
another instance of a woman trying to formulate a fully elaborated 
theological doctrine that puts women into the center of the divine 
design for salvation. 9 

We do not know how many of the women accused of witchcraft 
and burned at the stake in the next two centuries held similar views. 
But we do need to notice that there was no transmission of such 
ideas from one generation to another or from one locality to an¬ 
other. Each visionary, "crazy'' woman, wrestling with the deep 
questions of the theological definition of humanness that eliminated 
her from God's design, played out her local limited role and van¬ 
ished. There are only traces left of women asserting their full equal¬ 
ity as human beings and searching to find the proper form of expres¬ 
sion for such notions, longings and intuitions. 

I find particularly interesting the visions of women mystics in 
which they are involved in the birth of Christ. Such visions are 
scattered through the centuries, deriving out of rather varied cir¬ 
cumstances. In such visions the visionary is not identified with Mary, 
mother of Christ. Quite the contrary, the visionary is placed in an 
exceptional, active and generative role without which the miracle of 
Christ's birth could not happen. As we will see, in some cases this 
particular female agency is interpreted as being essential to the sec¬ 
ond coming of Christ. 
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One of the simplest and most compelling of these visions is the 
one reported by Christina Ebner (1277-1356), a German nun at the 
Dominican convent in Engelthal, who practiced a regime of severe 
self-deprivation and self-flagellation and who, after a serious illness, 
began to have visions at the age of sixteen. She recorded these with 
the help and encouragement of her spiritual guide, Konrad von Fiis- 
sen. By the age of twenty she was famous outside of her convent, 
and in 1350 the Emperor Charles IV sought her blessing. Heinrich 
von Nordlingen, who also befriended other women mystics, visited 
her for three weeks and corresponded with her. She authored a book 
of her visions, which appeared in several versions, and also wrote 
Engelthaler Schwesternbuch, a collective biography of her convent. 

At a time when she was well and 24 years old she dreamed that she was 
pregnant with our Lord. She was so filled with grace that every part of 
her body felt this grace. And she experienced such tenderness toward 
the child that she had to guard herself for his sake. . . . And after a 
while she dreamed that she gave birth to him without any pain and she 
experienced such extraordinary joy that after she had carried it within 
her for a while she felt she could no longer deny it and so she took the 
child in her arms and brought it before all those assembled in the refec¬ 
tory and said, "Rejoice with me. ... I conceived Jesu and now have 
given birth to him" and she showed them the child and when she was 
full of joy as she walked around with him, she awoke. 10 

Christina Ebner put no theological interpretation on this delightful 
and joyous experience. Rather, she described it as part of her road 
toward imitatio Christi, her empathetic re-living of the life of the 
Saviour. 

The next visionary who uses this metaphor comes out of one of 
the radical sects of the Protestant Reformation. Before discussing 
her, we need to pause to consider the important changes in form and 
meaning of the religious discourse in Protestantism and especially 
its impact on women. 

The question of the effect of the Protestant Reformation on women 
has been the subject of considerable controversy, especially among 
feminist scholars. The debate concerns contradictory interpretations 
in Luther and Calvin of the nature of the female and of her societal 
role. Those who hold that women's lot was improved by the Refor¬ 
mation usually point to the spread of education and to the enhanced 
role of women as mothers and guides of the young. Those who see 
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the Reformation as disadvantaging women point to the increasing 
patriarchal orthodoxy within the Reformation churches, to the con¬ 
tinuing restrictions on women's civil rights and public roles and to 
the weakening of nunneries, which can be seen as having provided 
privileged space for women. The controversy cannot be readily re¬ 
solved, since, like so many reforms in patriarchally structured soci¬ 
eties, the results of the reform tend to be ambiguous in effect. I 
believe that viewed from the vantage point of intellectual and reli¬ 
gious history, the Reformation was a decisive turning' point for women 
and very positively affected their ability to come to feminist con¬ 
sciousness. The breakthrough in theological and religious thought 
was Luther's insight that every soul has equal access to God, and his 
revolutionizing statement that there is no need for mediation be¬ 
tween God and human beings. All at once, as though the ancient 
veil had been ripped off, women were told that they could directly 
speak to God and that God could and would speak to them. It is true 
that orthodox Catholic women had managed to demonstrate that very 
fact through mystical practice, but clearly only the few, the rarest 
human beings, could become mystics. Mystical insight was a grace, 
a gift, won by hard sacrifice and ascetic practice. Now, Luther pro¬ 
claimed, this gift was open to all, to everyone, female and male. 

Practically speaking, due to the increasing orthodoxy of the Prot¬ 
estant church establishment, these revolutionizing ideas were worked 
out more fully in the left-wing groups of the Reformation. Women 
actively participated in a number of these left-wing sects, the Ana¬ 
baptists, Quakers, and the strongly mystical movement of Pietism. 
We are fortunate to have available a number of primary sources, 
testimonials, autobiographies and visionary accounts of German Pie¬ 
tists in which these women speak for themselves. While some of 
these women visionaries can be compared to the medieval Catholic 
mystics, they were of distinctly lower-class origins. They were ur¬ 
ban women, wives and daughters of artisans, and saw themselves as 
teachers, preachers and popular speakers. German and Dutch Pietists 
shared with other Protestants the belief that women should not speak 
in public on religious matters, but they developed in the huiskerk, a 
prayer meeting in a home, a forum where women could teach and 
preach. 11 

A German Pietist, Anna Vetter, "a simple-minded, lowly woman," 
as a contemporary characterized her, left a particularly vivid account 
of her life and visions, which is of interest here because she picks up 
the theme we have earlier encountered of women's enhanced role in 
bringing about the second coming. Anna Vetter was born in Fran- 
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coma, the daughter of a smith. 12 When she was four years old, sol¬ 
diers invading the small town of her birth robbed the family and 
beat her father so severely that he died as a result. Her mother and 
the four children lived in poverty and exile, with Anna contributing 
to their survival by becoming a seamstress. She married a mason, 
who she says had no interest in spiritual matters. Within ten years 
she had given birth to seven children, of whom four survived. At 
age thirty she almost died of a severe illness, during which her hus¬ 
band raped her. The pregnancy resulting from this rape prolonged 
her illness; the child died soon after its birth. Anna Vetter inter¬ 
preted these events theologically. "It was because I was supposed to 
become an entirely different person, physically and spiritually re¬ 
newed. " 13 

It was after these events that she began to have visions, which 
she recorded. The fact of this record was in itself miraculous: Anna 
Vetter, who had been illiterate until the moment of her visions, was 
commanded by God to write these down neatly so that they could 
be shared with her people. So she learned to write in one night and 
wrote her autobiography. Her local priest testified to these facts and 
argued from them that such an event was a sign of true inspiration. 
When others protested to Vetter that she should follow the advice 
of St. Paul, she answered that Paul had to be responsible for his 
community, and she had to be responsible for hers. His rules did 
not concern her, but she believed that her preaching was in the same 
spirit as that of St. Paul. She saw herself as a prophet, like Hosea 
and Jeremiah, and felt it her duty to save the sinful German cities, 
specifically Niirnberg and Weissenbach, where she lived. Following 
God's command she devoted herself to speaking and preaching in 
the marketplace, neglecting her household duties. She also lived as 
though she were a widow, although her husband was still alive. 14 
She says in her life story that she was inspired by God to be his 
spokesperson until St. Bartholomew's Day in 1663; after that she 
"calmed down and had no more visions." 

Anna Vetter wrote in the plain vernacular of the uneducated per¬ 
son and in her account mixed dream, vision and daily events without 
transition or explanation. This makes her account particularly com¬ 
pelling, for it obviously does not bear the marks of literary editing 
and "improvement." The city to which she refers in the following 
vision is Niirnberg. 

At last I saw the city as a pregnant woman in labor and all her midwives 

sat around her and they could not make the child come to birth. And 
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mother and child were doomed to die and to eternal damnation. Then I 
thought I must not let this woman and her child perish and I went to 
the woman and with her I gave birth to a little boy whom I brought to 
God; I had such terrible pain just like the woman giving birth with her 
screaming; God be praised who helped me to overcome, but it cost me 
blood ... I saw that all the souls of the people in the city were rep¬ 
resented in the form of this boy child, who had to be bom out of the 
heart above and not like a physical child that breaks out of the mother 
below. This one had to come out of the heart and that bitter labor 
pressed my blood out of my right side. . . . My own daughter . . . 
and this boy were as one; I lay in chains and fetters for them for 27 
weeks until I brought them both to God and since I prayed more for 
the little boy in whose shape all the people were represented my own 
child was not written in the book of life until I had overcome and rec¬ 
onciled; then there came two angels from heaven and they wrote on 
the cradle of my child . . . thus my daughter and the little boy were 
written into the book of life again. . . . Then I took a knife and cut 
the iron chains and fled toward Wedelsheim five miles from Anspach; 
if I had not born the child out of that woman no one would have been 
saved. 15 

This remarkable vision unself-consciously combines the pedes¬ 
trian details—she fled and gives us the names of the villages and the 
exact distance between them—with elaborate religious metaphors, 
such as her responsibility for the sinful city as a sister, her atten¬ 
dance by angels, her miraculous cutting of iron chains, her redemp¬ 
tion of others through pain and sacrifice. Like Abraham, she gives 
up her own child in obedience and thereby becomes an instrument 
of sanctification. Like Christ's blood, her blood flows from her right 
side to testify to her labors of redemption. The birth of the boy child 
echoes the birth of the Saviour and her phrase "the little boy in 
whose shape all the people were represented" alludes to the Second 
Coming. According to Vetter's imagination Redemption is impossi¬ 
ble until the second boy child is born and offered up to God. But 
what is new and different in Anna Vetter's vision is her active role 
in the process of Redemption. She starts out claiming to be a prophet 
and warning the sinful city, but in fact she does more than that— 
she gives birth to the miraculous boy child through whom the city 
and all its inhabitants are actually saved. "If I had not born the child 
out of the woman, no one would have been saved." The phrase is 
telling if ungrammatical—she does not claim to have assisted the 
woman, which would have placed her in the familiar role mystic 
women envisioned, that of a sympathetic helper to the Virgin Mary. 
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But through her labor—after the failure of the physical mother and 
all the assembled midwives—Anna Vetter herself claims to have given 
birth to the child, who is clearly not the Christ child, but the Saviour 
of the Second Coming who redeems the sinful world. This is a leap 
forward in the female imagination, making claims for its essential 
agency in the divine plan. There is no way Anna Vetter could have 
known of the ideas of the burned heretics Guglielma of Milan and 
Prous Boneta, four hundred years earlier. But hers was a similar 
insight: Redemption is impossible without that ultimate female 
function, the holy woman giving birth. 

This vision, had it been that of a cloistered religious and the re¬ 
sult of hard ascetic practice, would be significant and unusual. But 
Anna Vetter was an artisan's daughter and an artisan's wife, the 
mother of seven children. The daughter of her vision was the child 
born after the marital rape, the event that produced the prophetic 
visions in the first place. One might have thought that a woman 
subjected to the pain and indignity her husband had inflicted upon 
her would blame him for causing the child's death or would accept 
that death as the will of God. But Anna Vetter transformed the 
event into a powerful prophetic vision in which she transcended her 
earthly role and fate and boldly asserted the most powerful claim 
any woman could make: she and by implication all women with her, 
were essential agents in God's plan for the redemption of human¬ 
kind. 

Anna Vetter's vision was informed by the ideas of male and fe¬ 
male Pietists whose theology challenged orthodox Christian beliefs 
about the role of women in state and church. From its inception, 
Pietism treated the prophesies and visions of women with great re¬ 
spect. Adelheid Sibylla Schwarz and Rosamund von Asseburg were 
admired by male co-religionists for their wisdom, their insight, their 
piety and were considered to be saints. Pietists saw women's emo¬ 
tionalism as a strength that led to deeper religious insights. At the 
time Anna Vetter preached and prophesied in and around Niirnberg, 
a Pietiest named Antoinette Bourignon (1606-80) lectured and wrote 
tracts in Holland. She was hounded by the Jesuits, who forced her 
to burn one of her tracts; she fled from Brabant to Holland and from 
there to Hamburg and back again to Holland trying to escape per¬ 
secution. She was a prolific and apparently popular writer. The venom 
and hatred she aroused in her enemies are a measure of her impact. 
One polemicist, writing a pamphlet against her, reversed the birth 
metaphor to ridicule and caricature this woman who was literally 
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hounded to death by her persecutors (she died in flight from Ham¬ 
burg to Holland). He wrote: 

Now in the rear there comes an old woman riding on some animal and 
bawling that her time of birthing has come/ she chooses the Northcoast/ 
to hold her childbed/ and to spew forth her old dragon seed. ... I 
should have let her hide out there except that certain people surfaced 
who inclined to taste the milk of the old sow therefore I wanted to take 
pen in hand. . . . many . . . perceive the horror of the devil in this 
woman and begin to hate her. . . . The woman is foolish, crazy and 
godless. 16 

Again, as so often, her writings are lost to history, but we can 
get a sense of her impact on contemporaries by the extremity of the 
attacks upon her. We also know from the writings of male Pietists, 
that Bourignon was considered a heroine and model of piety. Gott¬ 
fried Arnold, who recorded many of the vitae of Pietists and who 
was himself one of the leaders of the sect, recommended Bourig- 
non's writings to all Pietists. 17 

Another of this group of German Pietists, Beate Sturm, was re¬ 
puted to have committed the entire Bible to memory. She was able 
to recite all the portions of the Bible and to comment on the sermons 
she had heard at Saturday meetings of her group. In this manner, 
she developed a purely feminine form of religious teaching. One is 
reminded of a similar practice by Anne Hutchinson in colonial Mas¬ 
sachusetts, which led to her excommunication and expulsion from 
the colony. Beate Sturm felt a call to public preaching; her sermons 
addressed religious and political topics, sometimes they lasted as long 
as four hours and were heard by hundreds of people. 18 

Another female Pietist leader, Johanna Eleonora Petersen (1644— 
1724), left a long autobiography, with accounts of her visions, which 
was written between 1688 and 1719. Of particular interest is her last 
vision in which she was a prisoner in a house which contained twenty- 
four pictures. Following these pictures as though they were guides, 
she freed herself, but then she was confronted by a closed door be¬ 
hind which lies the secret, "a father, a mother and a son." She could 
not remember what to do to open the door, but then she recalled 
that in an earlier picture she had seen a nightingale and interpreted 
this to say that she must be a nightingale and "when I commenced 
to sing and my voice grew stronger and stronger, the door opened, 
and I felt wonderfully well and awoke from my sleep." She inter- 
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preted this last image as that of the holy Trinity—Father, Son and 
"the fruitful mother and breeding dove [the Holy Ghost}." 19 

Women such as these influenced the thinking and theories of 
Count Nikolaus von Zinzendorf, who in 1730 founded together with 
his wife Erdmuth the most important Pietist community of the Mo¬ 
ravian brethren at Herrnhut. 20 Largely influenced by his personal 
religious development, which he credited to the influence of his 
grandmother, Zinzendorf set out deliberately to upgrade the role of 
women in the community and showed by biblical argument that Je¬ 
sus regarded women as evangelists. Zinzendorf wanted women to be 
preachers because he believed that they carried greater emotional 
conviction than men. His theological argument was that Adam was 
androgynous before the Fall arid that men must become more female 
in their nature before Redemption could take place. These revolu¬ 
tionary ideas about gender led to conflict with more traditionally 
minded men in the Pietist communities. After Zinzendorf's death 
the more patriarchal men prevailed, and in 1764 the Synod excluded 
women from leadership positions in the community. 21 Thus, for sev¬ 
eral decades Pietism, both in Europe and in the Philadelphian uto¬ 
pian communities in the United States, provided some space and scope 
for women's religious leadership and a theology to support such un¬ 
dertakings. Then, as we have seen it happen in so many other rev¬ 
olutionary movements, orthodoxy triumphed and women returned 
to their more traditional subordinate roles. 

The medieval mystics had created and perpetuated a role for women 
religious which, under male sponsorship and tutelage and within the 
protection of the cloistered life, allowed them to influence Church 
and secular policy and assume an honored and respected public role. 
Within the heretical sects of the 12th to the 15th centuries women 
assumed public roles as teachers, preachers, proselytizers and mar¬ 
tyrs, but we have no record of their actual words. The contributions 
of Anna Vetter, Beate Sturm and Johanna Petersen to women's 
theological re-thinking appealed to their contemporaries, but they 
could not be transmitted to others and reproduced by them because 
the female network out of which they had arisen no longer existed. 
But the transmission of such ideas and practices continued among 
another Protestant sect, the Quakers, and it is among them that we 
next find women making significant intellectual advances. 

From the first establishment of Quakerism, women, in their 
Women's Meetings and through a Board of Women Elders, gave 
religious and moral guidance to female Friends. Quaker women were 
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generally better educated than their female contemporaries and had 
a tradition of public speaking and religious leadership. They took 
active roles in establishing Quaker churches (Meetings); they were 
ministers, preachers, missionaries on several continents. Many of 
them suffered imprisonment and even death for their religious con¬ 
victions, such as Mary Dyer in Boston in 1660. 22 After the Resto¬ 
ration of the monarchy in England, many radical women petitioned 
and pamphleteered for the abolition of tithes. Some went even fur¬ 
ther and prophesied the destruction of sinful cities. 23 

Some English Quaker women had offered a radical critique of St. 
Paul's teaching and of misogyny since the early 1650s. Possibly in 
response to such views, George Fox, the founder of Quakerism, in 
his pamphlet The Woman Learning in Silence (London, 1656) artic¬ 
ulated the principle basic to Quaker beliefs: God made all human 
beings equal by implanting the Indwelling Spirit in everyone. He 
interpreted that to mean that therefore Christ's spirit might speak 
in the female as well as in the male. Drawing on these antecedents, 
Margaret Fell expanded his doctrine to include the right of women 
to preach. 

Margaret Fell (1614-1702), a close coworker and after 1669 the 
wife of George Fox, had an active public career as missionary, preacher, 
teacher and writer. Her books were translated into Hebrew, Latin, 
and Dutch. She annually made long journeys through England, vis¬ 
iting Quaker Meetings and defending Friends who had been impris¬ 
oned and had suffered physical attacks. She and George Fox were 
tried in 1664 for refusing to take the Oath of Allegiance and for 
holding Quaker meetings. Her sentence deprived her of all her prop¬ 
erty and ordered her imprisoned for life. After four years she was 
released from jail on orders of the King, but she was twice more 
imprisoned in later life. While she served her first prison sentence, 
she wrote and published Women's Speaking Justified, a fully devel¬ 
oped scriptural argument justifying women's active role in biblical 
history and their right to participate in public religious life. 24 She 
wrote a coherent theological brief; her tone is self-confident and as¬ 
sertive without any of the apologies present in women's writings for 
centuries. 

Those that speak against the Power of the Lord, and the Spirit of the 

Lord speaking in a woman, simply, by reason of her Sex, or because she 

is a Woman, not regarding the Seed, and Spirit, and Power that speaks 
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in her; such speak against Christ, and his Church, and are the Seed of 
the Serpent. . . . 

The Lord God in the Creation, when he made man in his own im¬ 
age, he made them male and female ; and . . . Christ Jesus was made 
of a Woman, and the power of the Highest overshadowed her and the 
Holy Ghost came upon her , . . . 2S 

She cited chapter and verse in the Old and the New Testament, 
naming every woman who had prophesied, spoken or argued, and 
providing powerful ammunition for any woman who would reason 
against orthodox misogyny from the scriptural text. 

Margaret Fell's pamphlet, her life and her career illustrate the 
qualitative leap forward women were enabled to make intellectually 
as a result of the Protestant Reformation. The fact that Protestant 
women after her still had to argue, reason and persuade to win equality 
within church and state speaks to the negative side of the Reforma¬ 
tion, its institutionalization of patriarchal orthodoxy and its resis¬ 
tance to fundamental change. 

Thus, Margaret Fell's bold re-thinking found no echo until the 
18th century, when Ann Lee founded the sect of the Shakers and 
asserted the role of women as the essential agent in the Second 
Coming. 

Ann Lee (1736-84) was born in England into the family of a poor 
blacksmith. In her twenties she joined a sect which had split off from 
the Quakers and became known as Shakers, due to their singing, 
dancing and shouting worship. She married a few years later and 
had four children in quick succession, all of whom died in infancy. 
Like so many other women mystics, the near fatal illness following 
upon her last childbirth brought her to a deep crisis of feeling. She 
became persuaded that the death of her children had been a punish¬ 
ment for her sin of concupiscence. Afraid to sleep with her husband, 
lest she "awake in hell," she spent the nights walking around, pray¬ 
ing and groaning. She then refused all food in order to mortify her 
body so that her soul might "hunger for nothing but God." In this 
state she had a profound psychic experience. She believed she was 
reborn into the spiritual kingdom. Lee then entered upon a period 
of preaching and teaching, and a few years later became the leader 
of the small sect of Manchester Shakers. Although she converted 
her father and one of her younger brothers, another brother once 
tried to break her resolve by savagely beating her about the face and 
head with a stick. But Ann Lee cried for help to God. "While he 
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[her brother] continued striking, I felt my breath, like a healing bal¬ 
sam streaming from my mouth and nose ... so that I felt no harm 
from his stroke/' 26 This was only the first of many occasions on 
which she suffered beatings, imprisonment and harassment with the 
stoicism of a martyr. In 1772, and again a year later, she spent time 
in jail for breach of the Sabbath, because of her group's dancing 
worship. While in prison she had her grand vision of the scene of 
the Fall which led her to Understand that "lustful gratification of the 
flesh [was] the source and foundation of human corruption." She 
now knew that she had a special commission to fulfill Christ's work. 
"It is not I that speak, it is Christ who dwells in me." 27 Thereafter 
she lived a celibate life and enjoined celibacy on her followers. They 
regarded her as embodying Christ of the Redemption, and called her 
Mother Ann Lee of the New Creation. 

To escape persecution Ann Lee and eight followers traveled to 
New England and soon settled near Albany, New York, where she 
founded a utopian colony and continued her preaching and proselyt¬ 
izing missionary work. Here, too, she suffered much persecution at 
the hands of angry mobs who believed her to be a heretic and even 
a British spy. Still, she and her group persisted. 28 

Ann Lee's doctrine revitalized the concept of an androgynous 
God—Sophia, Holy Wisdom of the Bible, was the female element in 
God; in Christ the masculine side had been made manifest and in 
Mother Ann Lee the feminine had been reincarnated. Ann Lee's rev¬ 
elations indicated that the millennium was at hand and that the 
Shakers, with their celibate, pious life would hasten its coming. Mother 
Lee continued her mission until her death, and the work of the sect 
was continued and expanded by her successors. 

In line with Mother Lee's theology, Shakers believed in the equality 
of the sexes. In their communities leadership was shared between 
men and women and they practiced their belief that women, as well 
as men, could be teachers and preachers. 29 

American-born Jemima Wilkinson (1752-1819) continued the 
tradition of women prophetesses. Wilkinson was raised as a Quaker, 
but was dismissed from the Society because she attended the meet¬ 
ing of a New Light Baptist group. When she was twenty-three years 
old she almost died of a fever and during her illness had a vision 
that she had actually died and had returned from heaven. From the 
time of her recovery on she changed her name to that of Publick 
Universal Friend and for more than forty years preached and proph¬ 
esied her millenarian doctrine. She felt called upon to build a uto- 
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pian community, New Jerusalem, near Seneca Lake, where more than 
two hundred settlers followed her. Despite legal harassment, Wilk¬ 
inson's charismatic style attracted many believers and her commu¬ 
nity held together until her death. 30 

Joanna Southcott (1750-1814), an English contemporary of Ann 
Lee and Jemima Wilkinson, was a servant girl and an upholsterer's 
apprentice, who at age forty-two began to have visions. She recorded 
these later in no less than 65 books and pamphlets, which were pub¬ 
lished between 1801 and the time of her death and received wide 
circulation. Southcott claimed to be the woman of Revelation, "a 
woman clothed with the sun . . . and she being with child cried, 
travailing in birth, and pained to be delivered." She developed a 
feminist theology, arguing that since woman first plucked from the 
sinful fruit, so she must bring knowledge of the good fruit. She 
believed in the imminence of the Second Coming and that she had 
been chosen to bring it about. Quite in the spirit of earlier mystics, 
she did not seek out this distinction and at first resisted it: 

This is a New thing Amongst mankind, for a woman to be the Greatest 
Prophet that ever came into the World, to bring man out of darkness, 
into My marvellous light. . . . And what a profound, conceited fool 
must I be, to say of myself, I have more knowledge than the learned, 
and can tell them better than they know from my own wisdom. Shall I 
say I know it from philosophy, and do not understand one planet? Shall 
I say I know it from divinity, and never studied the Bible in my life, no 
further than I thought necessary for my own salvation ... I always 
deemed myself [the simplest of my father's house]; but the Lord hath 
chosen the weak foolish things of this world, to confound the great and 
mighty. 31 

Southcott got her revelations from The Spirit, a voice that regu¬ 
larly communicated with her. When she wrote these down, no one 
could read them because her handwriting was so poor. Later she 
acquired an amanuensis from among her followers. Beginning in 
1801 she lived in London, gathering adherents and writing pro¬ 
fusely. Part of each year she spent traveling, lodging in the homes 
of her followers, speaking all over England. In 1804 the wealthy Jane 
Townley became her devoted disciple and invited her to join her 
household, after which Southcott lived with her and was fully sup¬ 
ported by her. Southcott at first sought the approval of the Meth¬ 
odist Church and managed to convince a few prominent churchmen 
of her cause, but she never was accepted by the Church. Instead, she 
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bound her followers to her by giving them "a seal/' a document 
with the believer's name on it and Southcott's signature at the bot¬ 
tom. This seal was supposed to confer protection upon the believer, 
even should Napoleonic troops invade England. The success of her 
mission is reflected in the staggering growth of her supporters: be¬ 
ginning with 58 in 1803 her ranks swelled to 20,500 by 1815, a year 
after her death. Her enemies claimed that she had upwards of 30,000 
loyal followers. 32 Her feminist God-language and argument must 
have appealed to women, since 63 percent of her followers were 
women. Perhaps her appeal was based on writings such as this, when 
Southcott spoke in the voice of Christ: 

They [women] followed me to my Cross, and stood weeping to see me 
crucified; they were the first at My Sepulchre to see My resurrection; 
now I will not refuse women that assist thee .... It was by a woman 
I came into the world in the form of a man; and now by a woman I 
will reveal Myself unto men. . . . and now from the woman shall my 
second coming be revealed that no man may boast nor be worshipped 
in My stead. . . . But no Saviour can arise in a woman for her to be 
Christ. For here I am . . . come to heal the fall of women, which must 
first be healed before man's redemption can come . . . , 33 

Had Joanna Southcott had knowledge of Anna Vetter's visions, 
one might conclude that she was elaborating on them and carrying 
them forward. But no such knowledge of the past thought of women 
was ever possible for women in the 18th century, and so we see 
here, once again, an example of a woman reinventing a revision of 
patriarchal doctrine that had already been made earlier by another 
woman. Southcott was quite explicit about woman's role in the Re¬ 
demption—without the prior elevation of woman there would be no 
Redemption. Yet she ended her life with an elaboration of her me¬ 
taphoric conceit which became pathological and, surely, was pathetic. 

In 1813 the Spirit announced to her: "This year, in the sixty- 
fifth year of thy age, thou shalt have a SON by the power of the 
most HIGH." The child's name was to be Shiloh, and he was to be 
Christ's pro-consul on earth, to prepare the way for the Second 
Coming. 34 Southcott, during a period when her following was begin¬ 
ning to fall off, testified that she felt "a powerful visitation working 
upon my body." Believing she was pregnant by a miracle similar to 
that visited upon the aging Sarah in the Old Testament, she invited 
a committee of physicians to examine her and observe her. Twenty- 
one physicians accepted that invitation and seventeen of them con- 
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firmed her pregnancy, although owing to modesty she refused to let 
them give her a pelvic examination. Believers flocked to her home 
in London, sent her expensive gifts, circulated fake reports and false 
"seals" and turned her sickbed into a public circus. Southcott ar¬ 
ranged that should she die in childbirth, no delivery of the child 
should be made until four days after she was dead. She was, in fact, 
dying during the long weeks past her ninth month of "pregnancy." 
After her death, an autopsy revealed no pregnancy but showed an 
enlarged liver, and the expert physicians testified that no physical 
cause for her death could be found. 

Joanna Southcott took her passionate revision of patriarchal the¬ 
ology further than most and was defeated, but the enterprise, no 
matter how often thwarted, would not die. 

We will now consider two groups coming out of different racial 
and ethnic cultures—African-American and Jewish women—and 
compare their efforts at theological re-vision with those of the women 
earlier discussed. African-American women in the 19th-century United 
States, while they shared the theological tradition and sources of the 
dominant white Protestant religions, came out of African-American 
churches which had their own language, symbolism, structures and 
traditions. We cannot here attempt to do justice to the complex his¬ 
tory of differentiation, self-definition and spiritual re-vision of the 
African-American churches but, for purposes of comparison, will 
consider a small sectarian group whose practices and visionary inspi¬ 
ration can well be compared to the left-wing Protestant sects of the 
Reformation which we have discussed above. 

In the 1830s to the 1870s a remarkable group of black women 
spiritualists and prophets appeared on the Eastern seaboard, where 
they had active public careers. The best-known of these during her 
lifetime and after, was Isabella Baumfree, who after a revelation ex¬ 
perience renamed herself Sojourner Truth (c. 1797-1883). Born a slave 
in New York State, she saw her siblings sold off and was herself sold 
as a child. Her master raped her and later forced her into marriage 
with an older slave by whom she had five children. Freed by New 
York State law in 1827, she rescued one of her children from slav¬ 
ery. While still a slave she had frequent, often daily conversations 
with God and from them drew strength to endure her lot. At various 
points in her life she was aware of Jesus' interference in her life and 
his protection. Her rich inner religious life culminated in a vision, 
during the time she was living in New York City and supporting 
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herself by doing domestic work. That vision commanded her to leave 
the city and "declare the truth to the people." From that time for¬ 
ward she traveled as an itinerant preacher in the North, advocating 
abolition, women's rights, the protection of the poor and her own 
brand of pragmatic Christianity. 35 

Like the mystics and prophets before her, Sojourner Truth de¬ 
rived her authority from her direct communication with God. She 
was a charismatic speaker who had a strong effect on audiences, and 
she often tamed hostile crowds by her fearless attitude and pithy 
comments. The speech which most succinctly embodied her race- 
based feminism was given at the Akron, Ohio, Woman's Rights con¬ 
vention in 1851. Rising from the back of the audience and insisting 
on being heard, she said: 

That little man in black there, he says women can't have as much rights 
as men 'cause Christ wasn't a woman. Where did your Christ come 
from? Where did your Christ come from? . . . From God and a woman! 
Man had nothing to do with Him. ... If the first woman God ever 
made was strong enough to turn the world upside down all alone, these 
women together ought to be able to turn it back, and get it right side 
up again! 36 

Sojourner Truth stands virtually alone among black women in 
the 19th century in staunchly combining the defense of her race 
with a defense of her sex. 37 Even in very old age she insisted on 
stressing the duality of black women's oppression, as members of 
the race and as women. She said, as late as 1867: 

I want women to have their rights. In the courts women have no right, 
no voice; nobody speaks for them. I wish woman to have her own voice , 
there among the pettifogers. . . . We do as much [as men], we eat as 
much, we want as much. I suppose I am about the only colored woman 
that goes about to speak for the rights of the colored women. 38 

She was a unique figure in her day, both in the persona she 
created for herself and in her self-supporting itinerant ministry and 
reform activities, which she pursued into, old age. She was quite 
different from the other African-American women mystics of her 
time in operating in the general reform community and not out of 
a specific church, even though she had contact with a number of 
evangelical churches at the beginning of her career. 39 

Nancy Prince, Jarena Lee, Amanda Berry Smith, Julia Foote and 
Rebecca Jackson all developed their religious lives in the African 
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Methodist Episcopal Church. In this church the institution of the 
"praying bands/' women's meetings in which women preached and 
talked about Scripture and out of which some of them moved into 
public preaching, provided that rare "free space" for women which 
allowed leadership talent to flourish. The women offered each other 
support and encouragement and pairs or groups of them braved the 
censure and difficulties of women's preaching in public. 

We have earlier discussed Julia Foote's mystical experiences. The 
visionary autobiography of Rebecca Jackson is particularly interest¬ 
ing in the context of the mystics and prophets we have discussed in 
this chapter, because of its striking similarities to those of some of 
the other women mystics and because it expresses the struggle for 
women's religious agency in the context of race consciousness. 

Rebecca Jackson (1795-1871) was raised in Philadelphia, where 
her mother took the children after her father's death. Her mother 
remarried and had more children, for whom young Rebecca cared 
while her mother worked. For this reason she received no schooling. 
Her mother died when Rebecca was thirteen and there is nothing 
known of her life until the beginning of her spiritual autobiography 
in 1830, when she was thirty-five. 

At that time she was married to Samuel Jackson, and they both 
lived with her older brother Joseph, Rebecca taking care of his four 
children and working as a seamstress. Although her brother was a 
minister in the AME Church, Jackson never formally joined the 
church. She had a spiritual awakening and felt herself sanctified, 
although at first she doubted the authenticity of her visions. But 
after a few miraculous occurrences, Jackson more and more trusted 
her inner voice and convinced her family of its authenticity. She 
received a "gift of healing" and was freed from "lust of the flesh." 
She made a binding covenant with God, promising to obey the com¬ 
mands of her inner voice completely. Like the medieval mystics, she 
then began a systematic routine of fasting the first three days of 
each week, while doing all her usual work. She combined this with 
systematic sleep deprivation and rejoiced in the increasing intensity 
of her visions. 40 As with other married women mystics, Jackson needed 
to find a way of freeing herself from her marital obligation. She 
wrote: 

Of all things it [the lust of the flesh] seemed the most filthy in the sight 

of God—both in the married and in the unmarried, it all seemed alike 
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in the sight of a holy God to me, although I had never heard anybody 
say it was wrong. 41 

But she did not as yet speak of this to anyone. Jackson began 
holding prayer meetings in her home and soon acquired a sizable 
following among black Methodists. In this period she had three dreams 
which encouraged her to the ministry. Like the dreams of Anna 
Vetter, her dreams use homely, typically female symbols. In one 
dream she made cakes at the hearth, which many people ate and 
enjoyed. In another dream she washed three quilts and with them 
was transported to a strange place and a white cottage in which she 
was to live. In another dream she exchanged an old broom for a new 
and received a casket with a golden treasure from her grandmother 
and a mysterious old woman. 42 

Like several of the mystics we have discussed, Jackson miracu¬ 
lously received the gift of reading. She had asked her brother to 
teach her to read, but he stopped after two lessons. When she asked 
him to write her letters for her, she found he had corrected what 
she was telling him to write. She objected: 

Thee has put in more than I told thee. "This he done several times." I 
then said, "I don't want thee to word my letter. I only want thee to 
write it." Then he said, "Sister, thee is the hardest one I ever wrote 
for!" These words, together with the manner that he had wrote my 
letter, pierced my soul like a sword. I could not keep from crying. 

She prayed for God to teach her to read. 

And when I looked on the word, I began to read. And when I found I 
was reading, I was frightened—then I could not read one word. I closed 
my eyes again in prayer and then opened my eyes, began to read. So I 
done until I read the chapter. I came down. "Samuel, I can read the 
Bible." "Woman, you're agoing crazy!" "Praise the God of Heaven and 
of earth, I can read His holy word!" Down I sat and read it through. 

And it was in James. So Samuel praised the Lord with me. 43 

Jackson spiritually liberated herself through this act of conquer¬ 
ing her illiteracy. She then took the next step by convincing her 
husband that he had no power to touch her, since the divine spirit 
inhabited her. Still, they lived together, presumably in celibacy. 
During a severe illness, possibly a series of heart attacks, Rebecca 
Jackson had the sensation of repeatedly leaving her body and of 
communing with the angels. These increasingly strong divine mes¬ 
sages convinced her to begin a career of traveling and preaching in 
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1833. When she returned, her husband was enraged with her and 
threatened her with violence. "If I had not had the gift of foresight 
given to me at the beginning, I must have fell in death by his hands. 
... I always was able to know what he was agoing to do before he 
did himself." Seeing that he could not intimidate her, Samuel re¬ 
pented and said, "Now Rebecca, you may sleep at your own house, 
I will trouble you no more. Go forth and do the will of God ... I 
never will trouble you." 44 

Like Dorothea of Montau and Margery Kempe, guided by her 
visions and dreams, Rebecca Jackson, freed herself from her sexual 
obligations in order to focus on her religious mission. But in her 
case this feminist self-authorization took place in the context of her 
life as a black woman. The long tradition of black women's religious 
leadership and the existence of the "praying bands" helped to foster 
her ministerial role. During her many years of itinerant preaching, 
she never lacked for an audience, although she also met much op¬ 
position. Her advocacy of celibacy was considered very threatening 
by the male ministry. In 1837, when she was accused of heresy, 
Jackson asked for a trial at her own house before representatives of 
black Methodist and Presbyterian churches. She also asked that 
"mothers of the church" be present, but she was refused a trial and 
broke with the AME Church thereafter. It was during this period 
she met Rebecca Perot, a black woman who became her constant 
companion in life and missionary work to the end of her life. 45 Jack- 
son and Perot lived with a group of white Perfectionists in Albany, 
New York, for a while and in 1843, after two visits to the Shaker 
community at nearby Watervliet, they and others of that group joined 
the Shakers. 

Jackson saw many parallels to her own theology in Shaker doc¬ 
trine and quickly assumed a leadership role in the mostly white 
community by preaching to Shaker meetings and "in the world." 
After she joined the Shakers, Jackson's visions included female divine 
figures and, where formerly in her dreams she had been guided by 
a white male figure, she now pictured a beautiful black-haired woman 
as her instructor in a dream. 46 She also had a vision of Holy Mother 
Wisdom and expressed her feminist re-visioning as follows: 

Oh, how I love thee, my Mother! I did not know that I had a Mother. 

She was with me, though I knew it not, but now I know Her and She 
said I should do a work in this city, which is to make known the Mother 
of the New Creation of God. . . . And none can come to God in the 
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new birth but through Christ the Father, and through Christ the 
Mother .... And then I could also see how often I had been led, 
comforted, and counseled in time of trial by a tender Mother and knowed 
it not. 47 

Despite Jackson's theological agreement with the Shaker com¬ 
munity, she was deeply disappointed in their insufficient efforts to 
recruit more Blacks. Jackson primarily saw herself as a missionary 
to the African-American community, and after some conflict with 
the Shaker Eldress who at first refused them permission to leave, 
she and Perot did missionary work in Philadelphia and set up a mostly 
black, largely female Shaker society, in which both women were Eld- 
resses. The "sisters" lived together in a well-furnished big house, 
supported themselves by daywork, seamstressing and doing laundry. 
The society survived forty years after Jackson's death. 48 

The group of 17th-century German Pietist women mystics and 
the 19th-century African-American Spiritualists seem to have had 
little in common but their womanhood and their religious quest. Yet 
both groups were marginal to society as lower-class, self-supporting 
women and both were centered in small religious movements that 
offered them some free space and a network of support. The com¬ 
monality of their experiences, their language, their visions and their 
self-defined lives, despite the enormous cultural differences among 
them, speaks strongly for the existence of a female culture modified 
by factors of race and ethnicity. 

Finally, let us consider how Jewish women expressed their reli¬ 
gious quest and participation out of a quite different historical con¬ 
text from that of the women we have earlier discussed. The most 
important religious duty, the study of Torah, the holy books and 
Jewish law, was generally‘reserved for men. While in the earliest 
centuries there are recorded examples of Jewish women who were 
taught to read the Torah and even interpret it, they were exceptions. 
In the period of the Jewish diaspora there are again a few examples 
of learned women, which we have cited above, but by and large 
among European Jewry women rarely mastered Hebrew, the lan¬ 
guage of the religious texts. Up until the 19th century, those among 
European Jewish women who were literate, wrote in the vernacular, 
Yiddish. Women were excluded from houses of study and from the 
rabbinical courts. The basic unit of the community of worship, the 
minyan, was defined as a community of ten men. In the synagogue 
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women were seated in the balcony or even in a separate room, par¬ 
ticipating in public worship only at a remove. Still, Jewish women 
lived intensely religious lives that held great spiritual meaning for 
them. 49 

The religious historian and folklorist Chava Weissler, who has 
studied the extensive Yiddish devotional literature written for and 
by women, has uncovered evidence of the hidden voices of women 
in a variety of expressions. In particular, she found in 17th- and 
18th-century collections of tkhines —prayers usually recited by women 
in the home—evidence of efforts at upgrading women's religious 
significance. In a commandment for women's observance, "taking 
hallah," separating portions of the bread dough, the prayer com¬ 
pares the acting out of this ritual to the service performed by the 
high priest which caused sins to be forgiven. The woman prays: 
". . . so also may my sins be forgiven with this. May this mizvah 
[good deed] of the hallah [making of the holiday bread] be accounted 
as if I had given the tithe." 50 Thus she associates herself with the 
ancient biblical tradition of tithes and with the high priest. In the 
tkhine for candle lighting in the same collection the woman prays 
that her " 'mizvah' of the candle lights be accepted like the mizvah 
of the high priests who kindled the lights in the dear Temple." 51 

In their domestic prayers which flowed from the mundane activ¬ 
ities of wives and mothers, Jewish women expressed their connect¬ 
edness with the sacred and ancient traditions, which many of them 
came to know only by oral transmission. In a number of the prayers 
to be recited during the domestic ritual of preparing the candles for 
Yom Kippur, the women appealed not only to the patriarchs, but 
also to the matriarchs, Sarah, Rebecca and Rachel. They did so with 
an important difference: the patriarchs were mentioned formula- 
ically, as passive recipients of God's aid, while the matriarchs were 
described as acting to save their children and therefore were appealed 
to as advocates. The prayers affirmed and celebrated the women's 
power as mothers to save the people of Israel. 52 

Another Eastern European tkhine , important because the identity 
of its author is known, "The Tkhine of the Matriarchs for the New 
Moon of Elul," states that it was written by one Serel, a rabbi's wife 
of Dubno. It is a woman's prayer to be recited during the blowing 
of the ram's horn on the New Year's Holy Day; it asks the ma¬ 
triarchs to intercede with God for the praying woman. Each of the 
matriarchs is reminded of her own suffering for her children, so that 
she may be moved to prevent similar suffering by other mothers. 
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"We ask all our mothers to plead for us that we may be inscribed 
for life and for peace and for livelihood." 53 

The most interesting of these tkhines was written by a woman 
celebrated during her lifetime for her Talmudic knowledge. Sarah 
Rebecca Rachel Leah Horowitz (known as Leah Horowitz) was born 
around 1720 in Poland and died in 1800. She was the daughter of a 
rabbi and the wife of Rabbi Shabbetai. From anecdotes told about 
her it appears that she surpassed her father's students in learning 
and in the ability to explicate Talmudic texts. The prayer she wrote 
is in three parts: a Hebrew introduction, a prayer in Aramaic and a 
Yiddish translation of this prayer. Obviously, Horowitz wanted to 
be read not only by women but also by Hebrew scholars. In the 
Introduction she discusses women's duties toward their husbands and 
takes the traditional view that they must do their husbands' bidding. 
The prayer itself includes an appeal to the matriarchs for interces¬ 
sion and asserts that women's prayer and tears, which are described 
as having great redemptive power, should be offered for the sake of 
the Sheldnah, the female spirit of wisdom. The repeated referencees 
to the Shekinah are drawn from kabbalistic literature and show Ho¬ 
rowitz's familiarity with Jewish mysticism. Essentially, her message 
to women is that they must fully use the powers given to them in 
their traditional roles, and that their spiritual powers are greater than 
they realize. 54 

Jewish mysticism, which like Christian mysticism, was influenced 
by Gnostic thought in the 1st and 2nd centuries, flourished in the 
Middle Ages in Germany, France and Spain. At the height of Span¬ 
ish Kabbalah (Kabbalah is the Hebrew word for mysticism, literally 
"tradition"), the Zohar (Book of Splendor), its classic text, was writ¬ 
ten in the 13th century. All later Jewish mystic systems were based 
on this book. A renaissance of Jewish mysticism occurred in the 16th 
century around the figure of Isaac Luria. A century later European 
Jews, especially in Poland, incorporated Lurianic Kabbalah in the 
Chassidic movement. 

Kabbalah stressed the mysteries contained in the words and let¬ 
ters of the Old Testament. Like other mysticisms, it emphasized in¬ 
tuitive knowledge of the Divine. It posited the existence of a pri¬ 
mordial hidden Godhead, En Soph, from which ten divine potencies 
or Sephirot emanated, one of which was the Shekinah, the female 
form of the Divine. Human sin, particularly the sin of Adam and 
Eve, caused a separation of the male and female aspects of the divine 
emanations. This could only be repaired by reuniting these divided 
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aspects through mystical prayer and practice. Thus, one of the the¬ 
oretical foundations of Kabbalah seemed to offer an opening for a 
more female-oriented theology, which would upgrade women's role 
and participation. 55 

Eighteenth-century Chassidism was inspired by Israel Baal Shem 
Tov, a saintly man who had no talmudic training. He appealed to 
women, to the poor and the unlearned, and encouraged their reli¬ 
gious expression, especially in the early stages of the movement; yet 
the structure of the movement was patriarchal. His followers created 
exclusively male communities around a Zaddik (a holy man) in which 
they celebrated and worshipped with song and dance after communal 
meals. 

The extent of the participation of women in these movements is 
a matter of dispute among experts. Gershom Sholem, a religious 
historian of the movement, says: "The long history of Jewish mys¬ 
ticism shows no trace of feminine influence. There have been no 
women Kabbalists." He explains this "exclusive masculinity" of 
Kabbalism by the stress it places "on the demonic nature of woman 
and the feminine element of the cosmos." The demonic, according 
to the Kabbalists, is connected to the feminine sphere, thus women's 
contributions to both the theory and practice of the movement were 
rejected. 56 

On the other hand, there is some evidence that certain women, 
usually daughters or wives of Chassidic rabbis, were recognized 
scholars in their own right and had a following of male students. An 
earlier example of a woman taking a leading role in a sect was Eva 
Frank, daughter of Jacob Frank, the founder of a messianic move¬ 
ment in Poland. She became co-leader of the sect with her father in 
1771, and after his death led the sect until her death, when it dis¬ 
persed. 57 

There were a number of Chassidic women celebrated for their 
learning. One of these was Hannah Havah Twersky, daughter of a 
rabbi, who considered her to have been "endowed with the Holy 
Spirit from the womb and from birth." Her aphorisms and fables 
became famous throughout Poland. She gave religious guidance to 
women and urged them to pursue their education. 58 One historian 
cites at least ten Chassidic women of learning, all related to famous 
rabbis, who taught and commented of the holy texts and may have 
had a following in their own right. 59 

The most famous of these women of learning is Hannah Rachel 
Werbemacher, (c.1815-92), known as "The Maid of Ludomir." She 
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was taught in the home of her wealthy father and received a thor¬ 
ough religious education. She was betrothed at an early age to a 
young man she loved; her mother died before the marriage took 
place, after which event the young woman became very withdrawn. 
She experienced visions at the grave of her mother and fell seriously 
ill. After her recovery, in a pattern reminiscent of that of many 
Christian mystics, she declared that she had been given a new soul 
in heaven. She then wore Tzitzit and Tallit and laid Tephillin (all 
attributes of religious practice reserved to men) and spent her time 
studying Torah and praying. Her bethrothal was annulled. After her 
father's death Hannah Rachel built a house of study near her home, 
where every Sabbath she lectured and discoursed with the scholars 
who came to eat at her house. She did so through the open door of 
an adjoining room, so that she might be unseen, as custom required. 
She acquired a large following and a special group of Chassidim formed 
around her, treating her as their leader. At age forty, she married a 
talmudic scholar, but the marriage was short-lived and ended in di¬ 
vorce. After her marriage her influence waned, and she emigrated to 
Palestine, where she again acquired a following as a spiritual leader. 60 
How great the influence and reputation of "The Maid of Ludomir" 
actually was, is difficult to ascertain from the available sources. But 
the similarity of her life story to that of some of the female Chris¬ 
tian mystics is unmistakable and worth noting. 

Women's search for the Divine and through it women's search for 
full humanity, transcending differences of class, race and religion, 
continued and found expression in the most unlikely, the most hum¬ 
ble places. 

On January 5, 1839, a thirty-six-year-old spinster, living on what 
was then the Ohio frontier, wrote her religious musings into her 
diary. She lived alone on an isolated farm with her aging mother; 
wolves howled outside of their cabin; the handyman who occasion¬ 
ally came to help out the women, frightened her with his sexual 
advances. Marian Louise Moore was unacquainted with literature 
except for the sentimental tales of Lydia Sigourney and the religious 
orthodoxies of Hannah More. But she fashioned her own feminist 
statement, groping for words and examples, as had so many women 
throughout the centuries before her. "Methinks, were I to address 
myself to mothers ... I would still proclaim, thou art responsible 
. . . oh mothers." She then cited the usual grotip of biblical hero¬ 
ines and reasoned that it was women's role "like an angel here to 
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guide, aid, and accompany man to a nobler paradise ..." This fairly 
traditional view of women's role is sharply re-defined in her diary 
entry three years later, when she wrote: 

Now my Saviour I ask that woman may be found worthy before God 
to stand upon a platform of equal rights as the first major stroke in 
these United States of America . . . Lord, increase my faith. I wish her 
to be exalted, not to do evil, but to do good. ... I pray to God to this 
effect. If there is not another woman in America pleading to that effect, 

I am pleading . . . Oh, my saviour, if I may experience the heaven of 
my late-mentioned desires, my soul shall praise thee . 61 

Marian Moore did not know that there was another woman in 
America asking for women's rights in 1842, but she wrestled with 
God about it, seeing herself as part of an as yet unconstituted collec¬ 
tivity of women who needed "a platform of equal rights." 

The concept of the divine female. Great Goddess, procreatrix, 
goddess of life and death continued to inspire women two thousand 
years after her passing. Despite all the gender indoctrination and the 
intense pressure toward submissiveness, women, obsessed or ra¬ 
tional, wrote themselves into the story of redemption. They would 
speak to God, represent the Divine, give birth to the redeemer, as¬ 
sert the feminine element in the divinity and usurp, by ecstatic vi¬ 
sion, mad inspiration, simple faith or any means they could muster, 
the right to define the Divine and with it the right to define their 
own humanity. 



Authorization Through 
Motherhood 


Alongside the women mystics and those motivated by religious 
impulse there were always others, writers who sought a different 
source of female authority. They found it in the most basic and 
common experience of women—motherhood. As mothers, their duty 
to instruct the young provided them with the authority to express 
their ideas on a broad range of subjects. Armed with such authority, 
they could give advice, instruction in morals and even offer theo¬ 
logical interpretations. In the modern period, women would reason 
their way to claims of equality based on motherhood and later even 
to group consciousness. 

The concept of "motherhood" contains a broad range of mean¬ 
ings. The subject is vast and complex and has become a central focus 
for feminist scholarship. There is the physical aspect of motherhood, 
both as the ability to give birth and as the practice of nurturance. 
The two are historically not always connected, such as in the case of 
medieval women who left their children in order to devote them¬ 
selves to religious duties or, in the 17th century, in the case of women 
who gave their children to the care of wet nurses. 1 Then there is 
"motherhood as an institution" or "the social construction of moth¬ 
erhood." This encompasses the legal, economic and institutional means 
by which society defines the roles, rights and duties of mothers. The 
"institution of motherhood" changes over time and is different in 
different places or when applied to women of different ethnic or 
racial groups. 2 Finally, there is the ideology of motherhood, its sym- 
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bolic meaning as defined in particular periods and under different 
circumstances. I am, in this chapter, mostly concerned with the last 
definition of "motherhood"—its symbolic and ideological meaning 
as seen by women. I find it remarkable that over many centuries 
some women find their identity primarily in motherhood and that 
they think of their group identity first as mothers, long before they 
begin to conceive of the possibility of "sisterhood." 

The two earliest known female writers in Europe, Dhuoda and 
Frau Ava, grounded their quest for self-expression in their status as 
mothers. Dhuoda, born in 803 into a noble family in the Frankish 
kingdom, married Bernard of Septimania, a relative of the Carolin- 
gian kings. She was deprived of both her sons by her husband, who 
sent the elder as a hostage to a distant court—a not uncommon prac¬ 
tice at the time—and wished the other to be educated under his 
control and away from his mother. This absence from his wife may 
have been owing to his affair with another woman. 3 It is striking 
that Dhuoda did not complain of it or consider it a breach of his 
marital obligations. In forced separation from her children and exiled 
by her husband, Dhuoda wrote a manual of conduct for her elder 
son. Her justification for writing at all was that she was a mother, 
deprived of her children. 

Knowing that most women in the world have the joy of living with 
their children and seeing that I, Dhuoda, am withheld from you, my 
son William, and am far away—as one anxious because of this, and full 
of longing to be useful, I am sending you this little work of mine. . . . 

I'd be happy if, since I am not physically present, the presence of this 
little book call to your mind, as you read it, what you should do for my 
sake. ... I, Dhuoda, though frail in sex, living unworthily among 
worthy women, am nonetheless your mother, my son William . 4 

And once again, addressing herself to God, she stressed the 
uniqueness of her relationship to her son: "He will never have one 
like me to tell him this, /I, though unworthy, am also his mother." 5 
She then proceeded to lay out a plan for her son's education, urging 
him to become learned, pious, develop chivalric skills and honor, and 
live with humility. She urged him to honor and obey his father and 
expressed the hope that there would never be discord between father 
and son. Finally, she stated that in order to "help my lord and mas¬ 
ter, Bernard," she had saddled herself with great debts and asked her 
son should any remain unpaid after her death, to pay back from her 
estate and his whatever was due. 
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Her moving conversation with her son is pathetic in its unques¬ 
tioning acceptance of the bitter fate imposed upon her by her hus¬ 
band, yet her agony and personal loss impelled her to an act of self- 
assertion which will not appear again in female writing until the 
12th century—to write because of her authority as a mother and a 
woman. 

The first known female poet writing in German was a certain 
Frau Ava, who has been identified with a nun named Ava in the 
abbey of Melk. She died in 1127 and is known to have lived a secular 
life before taking religious orders. She was the author of four long 
religious poems, written in Old High-German, one of which dealt 
with the Last Judgment. At the end of this poem there occurs the 
only autobiographical reference in her work, in which she identifies 
herself as Frau Ava, the mother of two sons. She said: 

This book was written by the mother of two children . . . 

The mother loved these children, one of whom left this world. 

Now I ask you all, great and small, 

whoever reads this book, command his soul to grace. 

and the one who is still alive and who for his work does strive, 

wish him grace as well as his mother, who is AVA . 6 

The biographical information she offers is slight, but her primary 
characterization as the mother of two children who wrote this book 
of poems is significant. She offers two personal notes: one of the 
sons died young; the other strives to do good work; she urges the 
reader to pray for the salvation of the departed son and for the suc¬ 
cess of the living son and of herself, identified only as his mother. 
The last lines give the impression that the whole work was under¬ 
taken in order to secure greater blessings to her sons and, with it, to 
herself. Since at the time of the writing she was presumably living 
a cloistered life, this speaks strongly to her authorization through 
motherhood. 

The next writer who, at least partially, motivated herself through 
motherhood lived nearly 300 years later. The French author, Chris¬ 
tine de Pizan was driven to writing not only because of her love of 
learning but because of dire necessity. Although she offered a much 
more complex argument for women's emancipation than anyone had 
before her, she also authorized her writing by the fact of her moth¬ 
erhood and of her understanding of woman's lot. 7 She, like Dhuoda, 
left an advice book for her son. But unlike Dhuoda, who instructed 
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her son above all to honor his father/ Christine exhorted her son, 
"Thou shall not deceive nor slander women but respect them." 8 

It is only in the 15th century that we first find a sizable number 
of secular women authors, learned women and poets. As these edu¬ 
cated women created a body of work which their contemporaries 
read and appreciated, they also began to argue for their sex. Most of 
them limited themselves to an argument for women's education on 
the grounds that women were capable of benefiting from education 
and that to offer them that chance would improve society. They also 
began the long tradition of feminist Bible criticism by reinterpreting 
the core stories which were used to legitimate women's subordina¬ 
tion. All of them accepted the gender differences which they thought 
"natural," namely, that woman's main and proper role is that of 
wife and mother. 

It is my assumption that all human beings develop ideas based, 
at least in part, on their own experience. Women, because of edu¬ 
cational deprivation and the absence of a usable past, tended to rely 
more heavily on their own experience in developing their ideas than 
did men. Wifehood and motherhood were the experiences most fe¬ 
males had in common with other females. But wifehood, under pa¬ 
triarchy, involved women in competition with other women, both to 
secure and find a man who would offer them support and protection 
and, once they had married him, to hold him. Up to the middle of 
the 19th century, women were structured into society as dependents, 
first of fathers, then of husbands. 

Even though inheritance rights varied widely over the centuries, 
women property owners depended on their dowries or inheritances, 
which were under their fathers' control, to secure marriages or even 
to take up the life of a religious. Once married, women of the no¬ 
bility depended on their ability to produce male heirs to keep their 
often considerable power and wealth. Failure to produce sons would 
make such wives liable to the loss of all their privileges to another 
woman. Some of the fierce power struggles among women of the 
nobility under feudalism were struggles over inheritance and the 
succession of bastard versus legitimate sons. When we consider that 
as late as the 11th century men of the European nobility still en¬ 
gaged in concubinage, the competition was real and tended to divide 
noble women one against the other. Not only concubinage but also 
male adultery with lower-class women posed a threat to the eco¬ 
nomic security of wives. 

Peasant women's access to economic resources and, above all, land 
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came through a man—father, husband, son or lord. Even so, peasant 
women were valued as helpmates of their husbands and made essen¬ 
tial contributions to the household and the economy. In the early 
Middle Ages women were valued more than men in rural commu¬ 
nities for their labor, which can be seen in the fact that in some 
communities daughters remained in their fathers' house for some 
time after marriage. 9 Peasant families had to work as a team, with 
each member of the household providing labor for necessities and 
the service of the lord. The institution of serfdom rested upon a set 
of mutual obligations between the serf and his family on the one 
hand and the lord of the manor on the other. 10 Male and female 
serfs owed part of their weekly labor to the lord. The protection 
given to serf families, in addition to economic obligations, also al¬ 
ways involved the military services the serf owed the lord. The lord 
had the authority to approve of or forbid the marriage of serfs. 
Landowners generally did not interfere with their serfs' or peasants' 
marriage choices, as long as the peasant did not leave the land. In 
many places and for many centuries the lord had the right of the 
first night with the bride of his serf. 11 With that important exception 
in mind, one can see that peasant women had relatively more free¬ 
dom in making marriage choices than women of the nobility. 12 

Demographers tell us that there has always been a group in each 
population, estimated as reaching as high as one-third of all women, 
who were single, that is, not-yet-married, never-married or wid¬ 
owed. Yet, until the 19th century the choice of remaining single was 
only a choice of one kind of dependency over another. Single women 
might choose celibacy and the religious life, in which case they de¬ 
pended on their superiors and the male clergy; they might choose 
celibacy and dependency on male members of their family of origin; 
they might barely make a living as servant or governess in the 
household of strangers, in which case their dependency was thor¬ 
ough and humiliating. A single woman might choose the life of 
prostitution, in which case she could hardly be considered indepen¬ 
dent, since her very existence depended on the "protection" and 
sanction of various authorities. A small percentage of all women led 
economically self-dependent lives on the margins of society (in the 
Middle Ages literally on the outskirts of towns) as peddlers, va¬ 
grants, beggars, thieves. Additionally, there were throughout the 
period under consideration always a small percentage of single women 
working as spinsters, brewers, innkeepers and farm workers. There 
also were propertied widows who could live independent lives, but 
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their properties originated in a prior dependency on a man. For the 
vast majority of women, marriage and motherhood were their lot 
and their main means of securing access to resources and economic 
protection. This was the reason women could not readily concep¬ 
tualize bonds of sisterhood or develop a consciousness of common 
interest through their status as wives. 

But motherhood was different, both as an actuality and as a 
unifying concept. Women shared the life experience of mother¬ 
hood—frequent pregnancies, miscarriages, births, deaths of children 
and birth-induced disabilities. Even those who could not conceive did 
not escape that cycle of female tribulations, since they too were sub¬ 
ject to menses, attempted pregnancies, and the ever-present threat 
of rape. 13 For peasant women who were serfs or domestic servants 
in the manors of their lords, sexual attack by their masters was a 
constant and unavoidable threat. 

The meaning of motherhood differed for women by class. Until 
the middle of the 18th century in Europe and the United States, 90 
percent of women lived in the countryside, so we should consider 
peasant women first. The lives of peasant women followed remark¬ 
ably constant patterns throughout the Christian era despite the vast 
political and technological changes occurring in the states and na¬ 
tions in which they lived. Peasant women, generation after genera¬ 
tion, accepted the double burden of work and reproduction, taking 
responsibility for the survival of their families and doing whatever 
work it was necessary to do. 14 Demographers estimate that women's 
life expectancy was less than that of men in the early Middle Ages, 
but that it changed dramatically in the 11th century owing to changes 
in agriculture that brought better nutrition. Still a survey made in 
the commune of Florence in 1427 shows the average age for men to 
be 28 years and the average age for women 28.51. 15 

Demographers generally hold that women might have five to seven 
successful pregnancies during twenty years of their childbearing age; 
given the life expectancies just cited, four to six successful pregnan¬ 
cies would seem more likely. With the high rate of miscarriages and 
stillbirths before the 20th century, this meant that a woman would 
be pregnant or nursing a child for most of her adult lifespan, while 
working without letup in home and field. Infant mortality rates were 
high; peasant women could expect half of their children to die before 
age twenty. Twenty-five percent of children born in England up un¬ 
til the 18th century died in their first year. 16 

Had the average peasant couple produced three adult children out 
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of an average six births, the peasant population of Europe should 
have grown, but in fact it did not. Only in the aftermath of mass 
disasters, such as the bubonic plague of the 14th century and the 
Thirty Years War of the 17th century, did peasant populations in¬ 
crease. This indicates that peasants, living under conditions of bare 
survival, controlled their birthrates. They did so by delaying the age 
of marriage, practicing various forms of birth control and, when times 
were bad, resorting to infanticide, usually the killing of female chil¬ 
dren. 17 Even though it is impossible to know whether these demo¬ 
graphic decisions were made by women or by men and women jointly, 
one can interpret the overall patterns to mean that motherhood for 
peasant women was part of their fate—not to become a mother was 
considered a failure—but also that they exerted some measure of 
control over the frequency of their pregnancies. 18 

For women of the nobility, motherhood was often imposed upon 
them by the men on whom they depended or by the structural ob¬ 
ligation to produce sons and heirs or lose their place as wives to 
other women. For women of all classes the raising of sons into 
adulthood was a means of securing their own support in old age. 

Motherhood, as fate and experience, was something women could 
share with other women. The rituals of motherhood involved women 
with one another and were dominated by female support networks, 
whether made up of female kin or neighbors. Births, infant deaths, 
sickness and succor from marital abuse were all experienced by women 
among women. Motherhood was then the only basis on which sis¬ 
terhood could even be conceptualized. It is therefore not surprising 
that for nearly 350 years the main argument women advanced in 
favor of their claim for equality was based on motherhood. 

But there was another, more powerful aspect to the unifying po¬ 
tential of motherhood. Women created new life out of their bodies 
and sustained it by nursing and their maternal care, connected to 
other women, sustained by female prayer and ritual. This experi¬ 
ence, which many women felt as empowering, connected them with 
other women and with the metaphysics of the ancient Mother-Goddess 
religions, in which the ability to give life, to create and procreate, 
was experientially and metaphorically fused. Even though the Chris¬ 
tian religion recognized and honored the procreative but not the cre¬ 
ative power of women, we find evidence of the continued survival of 
images of the Mother-Goddess in folklore, myths, folk belief all 
through the early centuries of Christianity, which speaks to the 
strength of the concept of motherhood. 
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In the earliest centuries of Christianity the worship of the har¬ 
vest goddesses Ceres and Demeter was widespread in the Mediter¬ 
ranean area. In Europe, heathen practices like the celebration of fes¬ 
tivals outdoors near certain stones and springs previously identified 
with goddesses, continued for centuries after the acceptance of 
Christianity. True to the syncretism of Christianity, many of these 
rituals were incorporated into officially sanctioned Church feasts and 
celebrations. Several shrines and churches dedicated to Mary were 
situated in locations where earlier the worship of goddesses had taken 
place. Herbs previously dedicated to the German goddess Freia were 
in the early Middle Ages called "Maria's herbs" and used for the 
festival of Mary's Assumption. 19 The mysterious life-giving forces 
of the Mother-Goddess continued to be celebrated in folklore and 
folk memory, such as the custom of drawing the goddess in a wagon 
around the fields to ensure the success of the crops. This "wretched 
custom" was described by Gregory of Tours as being practiced in 
Autun in France in the 6th century. The custom lived on in legends 
concerning certain Christian female saints and finally, the Virgin 
Mary, whose "grain miracle" during the flight into Egypt recounts 
her miraculous ability to make the grain grow immediately after 
sowing. The story recurred in 12- and 13th-century texts and art 
works, when its connection with the Mother-Goddess had been long 
forgotten. 20 

It is an open question whether the development of the cult of the 
Virgin Mary was a response of the Church to actual popular beliefs 
and practices deriving from Mother-Goddess worship or whether 
popular practice developed certain aspects of the role of Mary to fit 
into the more ancient tradition. The fact is that the figure of Mary, 
Mother of Christ, gradually—over a few centuries—became trans¬ 
formed from a minor figure in the drama of Christ's martyrdom to 
a major figure close to the Trinity and seated, quite figuratively, to 
the right of God or next to the Christ, as mediator between God and 
humans. 

The cult of the Virgin Mary had dual roots, in folk religion and 
in the Church. In nearly all its manifestations it carried multiple, 
often contradictory meanings about the nature of woman and about 
motherhood. Popular devotion to the Virgin started in Byzantium 
before the 5th century A.D. In Western Europe the cult of Mary 
began in the 9th century in local "Mary festivals" in German vil¬ 
lages and towns. In popular belief, the Virgin Mary acquired and 
retained some of the characteristics of the old goddesses. Many leg- 
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ends centering on Mary already had wide circulation among the peo¬ 
ple when the nun and playwright Hrosvitha of Gandersheim wrote 
a hymn to Mary recounting most of these legends. In her hymn she 
referred to Mary by a series of epithets, which hark back to language 
in which a millennium earlier people had addressed the various 
Mother-Goddesses: "Mistress of Heaven; holy Mother of the King; 
Shining star of the sea." Hrosvitha restated the main theological 
argument by which Mary's role was elevated and which entitled her 
to be the object of religious worship: "Through your son, kindly 
virgin, you returned to the world that life which the first virgin 
[Eve] destroyed." 21 

The theological argument on which Hrosvitha's poem rests had 
already been made in the first century by the apostle Paul, who 
called Mary the second Eve. Jraneus (d. 202 A.D.) pursued the theme: 
"As the human race was sentenced to death by means of a virgin, 
so it is now set aright by means of a virgin. ... A virgin's disobe¬ 
dience is saved by a virgin's obedience." 22 Jerome wrote in the 4th 
century: "But after a virgin conceived in the womb and bore for us 
a child . . . the curse has been abrogated. Death came through Eve, 
life through Mary." 23 This interpretation won wide acceptance and 
formed one of the doctrinal foundations for the devotion to Mary. 

Popular devotion to Mary was greatly increased when merchants 
and pilgrims brought to the West information about the relic wor¬ 
ship and cult of the Virgin practiced by the Eastern Church. Roman¬ 
esque sculpture showed the Madonna and Child in majestic en¬ 
thronement, which emphasized her role as Theotokos, bearer of God. 

The religious developments of the 11th century, especially the 
reforms within the Church and the greater emphasis on celibacy of 
the clergy, affected the theology of and devotion to Mary. To many 
of the male clergy she became a spiritual mother, the object of af¬ 
fective piety and worship which tried empathetically to enter into 
the sufferings of the mother of the crucified Jesus. The devotion to 
Mary of two mystics had a particular impact on the development of 
her cult in Western Europe. Elizabeth of Schonau (d. 1164), record¬ 
ing and reporting her visions of Mary's bodily assumption into heaven, 
helped to advance the celebration of that event and give it icono- 
graphic concreteness. Devotion to the Virgin was further promoted 
by the mystic Bernard of Clairvaux, who made it a central aspect of 
the ritual practice of the Cistercians. The order dedicated all its mon¬ 
asteries to the "Queen of Heaven and Earth"; its members wore 
white robes in honor of her purity and built special lady chapels in 
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their churches. We have discussed earlier how Hildegard of Bingen 
revived the iconography of the Mother-Goddess in her images of the 
Virgin Mary, Sophia and the Church personified as a female figure. 
Hildegard's fusion of Mary and Wisdom and/or the Church resulted 
in a powerful representation of the female aspect of the Divine. 24 

The cult of the Virgin Mary was made official when in 1095 Pope 
Urban II at the Council of Clermont launched the first crusade under 
Mary's protection. It fully developed in the 12th and 13th centuries 
into the glorification of Mary, with prayers, hymns, liturgical drama, 
legends and artistic representations devoted to her. In Gothic archi¬ 
tecture and portraiture Mary appears seated next to the adult Christ 
in heaven, vested with power in her own right, the Virgin Trium¬ 
phant. In still other representations she appears as the "Queen of 
Heaven" in full glory, surrounded by angels and the saints. 25 Mary 
wonder tales flourished from the 12th to the 15th century and ap¬ 
peared in Latin, Greek and Coptic texts. 26 

In the 12th century many cathedrals and churches were built in 
honor of the Virgin, among them the cathedral of Notre Dame in 
Paris, rebuilt on the site where Mary's veil, a relic given to the 
church in the 9th century, was miraculously left intact when in 1194 
a fire entirely destroyed the old church. 27 The founding of shrines 
to the Virgin Mary, based on miracles and visionary appearances, 
continued from the 16th into the 19th and 20th centuries, the most 
prominent of these—the shrines of Loreto (1503), Lourdes (1858) 
and Fatima (1917)—continuing in popularity as the objects of pil¬ 
grimages and worship. 

Mary's holiness due to her virginity and her own immaculate 
conception reflected qualities worshipped for millennia in ancient 
goddesses. Mary's divine motherhood echoed the power of ancient 
mother-goddesses as givers of life and as the protectresses of women 
in childbirth. Popular belief and custom persistently stressed these 
aspects of Mary's sacredness. A merchant in Milan had a vision of 
Mary as a goddess in a robe strewn with ears of corn. He commis¬ 
sioned a painting of his vision and donated it to the Milan Duomo, 
where the faithful worshipped the "corn maiden" with garlands of 
flowers to secure their own fertility. This image was also popular in 
the 15th century in Tyrol and Germany. 28 In many Renaissance im¬ 
ages of Mary with her child, she or the child is shown holding a 
pomegranate, an ancient symbol of fertility. 

The popular belief in Mary as protectress of pregnant women 
persisted. In medieval villages, pregnant women wore amulets of 
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female figures which resembled the pregnancy amulets of the first 
millennium B.C. Childless women begged her intercession as did 
women in labor. Queen Anne of Austria, wife of Louis XIII, barren 
after twenty-two years of marriage, prayed at the shrine of Mary at 
LePuy, and had the relic of the girdle of the Virgin, which was kept 
there, brought in its casket from the cathedral to her bedroom. Her 
prayers were answered and she gave birth in 1638 to the future 
Louis XIV. 29 In numerous churches, believers dedicated their wed¬ 
ding dresses or china dolls representing babies to the Virgin in grat¬ 
itude for prayers answered. 30 

In her role as "Queen of Heaven," Mary was often identified in 
metaphors and iconography with the moon, the stars and the sea, 
again reflecting and echoing ancient pagan beliefs. The Virgin's as¬ 
sociation with the moon's fertility, her celebration as mistress of the 
waters and as shining star, all hark back to qualities held by the 
ancient moon goddesses. 31 

Interestingly, Mary shared another set of characteristics with the 
ancient mother-goddesses—her patronage of war and violence. Dur¬ 
ing the siege of Constantinople by Avars in 626, the patriarch had 
an image of the Virgin and Child painted on the city gates; the same 
image carried around city walls protected it against Arab attackers in 
717. In the 9th century defenders of Chartres against the Norsemen 
flew the Virgin's tunic from their Bishop's staff. 32 Mary, as Queen 
and protectress of a particular king, was used to bolster his claim for 
supremacy with her divine blessing. The crusaders were told that 
Mary blessed their mission and many of them visited shrines to the 
Virgin on the way to the Holy Land. The power of Mary's image to 
inspire men to battle was manifest four hundred years later, when 
in 1620 near Prague, the Catholic troops of the Holy Roman Em¬ 
peror Ferdinand of Austria advanced, crying "Saint Mary," and de¬ 
feated the Calvinist enemy. 

The image of the Virgin was also used to justify the persecution 
of the Jews. In the 12th century, when the persecution of European 
Jews was at its height, many of the miracle tales of Mary were also 
anti-Semitic and depicted Jews as villains who threatened the lives 
of Christian children. 33 A century later, similar mythical tales, when 
told in response to an actual event like the disappearance or the death 
of a Christian child, provided the excuse for attacks on Jewish com¬ 
munities. 34 Late in the 15th century the appearance of an image 
called "beautiful Mary" together with an image of the bleeding Christ 
inspired pogroms against Jews in Bavaria. 35 One historian of the cult 
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of Mary concludes: "As guardian of cities and nations and peoples, 
as the bringer of peace or victory . . . the Virgin resembles Athene/' 36 

The complex theological arguments underlying the cult of Mary 
lie beyond the scope of this book. But we can note that devotion to 
Mary is fundamental to essential points of Catholic doctrine; that it 
forces the issue of a feminine element in the Divine into conscious¬ 
ness and ritual and that it is both responsive to and reflective of 
popular belief and practices as it tries to shape them. The basic doc¬ 
trinal concepts underlying the devotion to Mary are: her divine 
motherhood; her virginity; her conception without original sin and 
her bodily assumption into heaven. All of these concepts are enig¬ 
matic and contradictory and presuppose acceptance of the miracu¬ 
lous. Her divine motherhood is the most easily accepted aspect of 
this doctrine, and is in fact accepted by Christian churches of all 
denominations, since it is grounded in the Gospel texts. In the An¬ 
nunciation the Virgin, still fully human, is touched by the Divine. 
The miracles of her post-partum virginity and of her own miracu¬ 
lous Immaculate Conception by the aged Anna are essential points 
of Catholic doctrine which make Mary more than human, but not 
divine. The crucial doctrinal point of the Immaculate Conception, 
debated by churchmen since the 5th century and adopted by the 
Church as official doctrine in 1854, is that by this miracle Christ was 
born free of the original sin embodied in the sexual act necessary for 
the procreation of mortals. The concept that Mary herself was im¬ 
maculately, and thus miraculously, conceived elevates her to same 
position as Christ in being free of original sin. 37 Finally, the miracle 
of Mary's full bodily assumption to heaven, an event popularly cel¬ 
ebrated since the 7th century and the subject of fierce doctrinal dis¬ 
putes among theologians, became official Catholic dogma only in 1950. 
The doctrinal argument was that Mary, in being free of original sin 
like Christ, was not subject to the bodily corruption of death. The 
elevation of Mary, body and soul, into heaven transformed her from 
a miraculously sanctified mortal into a semi-divine figure, appro¬ 
priately placed in iconography next to Christ as his Mother and as 
Queen of Heaven. 

Her multiple and contradictory functions were interpreted by 
theologians and Church officials in the most conservative and pa¬ 
triarchal way: Mary's virginity elevated that condition as a sancti¬ 
fying choice for ordinary women; her submissiveness to the divine 
will in the Annunciation was to be the model for female behavior 
toward fathers and husbands; her tragic motherhood was the model 
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for ordinary mothers' silent submission to their female destiny of 
suffering and loss, and even Mary's Assumption was read and preached 
as symbolizing her acceptance of the appropriate role of handmaiden 
and intercessor. Mary, enthroned in Heaven, was not to be seen as 
a goddess, but as the interceder, through her maternal influence on 
her son, for mortal sinners. 38 

Mariology was not developed by women, nor was the theology 
surrounding Mary developed by female saints and prophets. Yet 
several of the great female mystics, Hildegard of Bingen, Mechthild 
of Magdeburg, Gertrude of Helfta and Elizabeth of Schonau, wor¬ 
shipped Mary with special devotion. Among the people, the worship 
of Mary was largely female worship and may have been based on 
the appeal Mary as a sacred figure had for women. Most simply, 
women could feel and share Mary's experience. Mary was wor¬ 
shipped because she was a mother, a very special mother of a very 
special son, but a mother nevertheless, who had humbly submitted 
to God's command and will the way other women submitted to the 
command and will of their husbands. And Mary had raised a son 
whom she must lose soon, an experience, surely, with which all 
mothers could identify. The iconography of Mary with the child, as 
it appeared in countless churches, an earthly mother, nurturing a 
special, but earthly baby, reinforced this identification. 

The theological significance of the transformation of Mary, the 
Mother, to Mary, the intercessor between humans and Christ, Mer¬ 
ciful Mother—a divine or semi-divine figure, is difficult to describe 
without ambiguity. Modern observers have noted that Mary in that 
new role was a figure to which no female could aspire, since her 
sanctity was based on two miracles, that of her birth without origi¬ 
nal sin and that of her virginal pregnancy, a feat clearly impossible 
to mortal females. Was the Assumption of Mary and her triumph 
in heaven a theological concession to the female principle in the Di¬ 
vine? Or was her subordinate role in heaven, her agency solely as 
pleader for human sinners and intercessor for human interests an¬ 
other form of defining women as "helpmeet" and subordinate? Both 
interpretations are based on evidence extending over many centu¬ 
ries; both represent different aspects of the complex belief systems 
clustering around the figure of Mary. But we should note that either 
interpretation speaks to the glorification of motherhood. 

The theme of female bonding and the honoring of motherhood is 
unexpectedly conveyed in a pamphlet in defense of women written 
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by an Englishwoman under the pseudonym Constantia Munda in 
1615. This learned, witty, invective-laden pamphlet is prefaced by 
serious Dedication written in quite a different tone. It reads: 

To the Right Worshipful Lady her most dear Mother, the Lady Pruden- 
tia Munda, the true pattern of Piety and Virtue, Constantia Munda 
wisheth increase of happiness. 

As first your pains in bearing me was such 
A benefit beyound requital, that twere much 
To thine what pangs of sorrow you sustain'd 
in child-birth, when mine infancy obtain'd 
The vital drawing in of air, so your love 
Mingled with care hath shown itselfe above 
the ordinary course of Nature. Seeing you still 
Are in perpetual Labor with me, even until 
The second birth of education perfect me: . . . Thus 
I pay my debt by taking up at interest, and lay 
To pawn that which I borrow of you; so 
The more I give, I take; I pay, I owe. 

Yet lest you think I forfeit shall my bond, 

I here present you with my writing hand. . . . 

Your loving Daughter 
Constantia Munda 39 

The theme of mother-daughter bonding, which will appear so 
frequently sentimentalized in the poetry and fiction of later centu¬ 
ries, is here struck coolly and metaphorically. The labor of child¬ 
bearing and nurturing is compared to the "second birth of educa¬ 
tion" in an elegant equation of effort and investment, by which the 
learned daughter repays her debt to her mother by writing and pub¬ 
lishing in defense of women. This is an early example of a work 
expressing feminist consciousness in terms of female culture. 

The Protestant Reformation was the major intellectual watershed 
for women in a variety of ways. We will here discuss only its impact 
on female education and its upgrading of the role of mothers. 

The establishment of Protestantism fostered the development of 
public education in Protestant cities and, generally, such rudimen¬ 
tary education was made available equally to boys and girls. Prot¬ 
estant doctrine demanded that each father and head of household be 
held accountable for the religious instruction of all family members. 
Practically, this meant an upgrading of the role of the mother. Prot- 
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estant mothers were expected not only to be able to read the word 
of God directly from the Bible but to instruct their children in the 
elements of reading and writing and in religious knowledge. This 
shift in doctrine authorized women to be educated and authorized 
individual women to speak and to teach. Protestantism set strict lim¬ 
its to this authorization of women as educators: Protestant churches 
restricted women as much from equal participation in service and 
government as did the state, and the issues of women's right to learn 
and to teach on a basis of equality with men had to be fought out 
bitterly over three centuries. Nevertheless, the doctrinal basis for 
accepting mothers as educators had been laid. 

A striking example of a woman authorizing both her poetry and 
her theologizing by her motherhood is Anna Ovena Hoyers (1584- 
1655), daughter of a well-to-do astronomer, Hanns Ovenn, in Hol¬ 
stein. She married Hermann Hoyers, a wealthy official, at age fif¬ 
teen, and had nine children. After her husband's death she managed 
her property and supported six surviving children. After her conver¬ 
sion to Anabaptism she began to write religious and political pam¬ 
phlets and didactic, satirical and religious poetry. Persecuted for her 
sectarianism and in financial distress, she was forced to sell her es¬ 
tate and was abandoned by her friends. In 1632 she fled to Sweden, 
where she was protected and supported by the king's widow, Marie 
Eleonore. A selection of her poems, printed in 1650, was burned in 
a number of places because of her heretical views. 

She defied her critics by asserting, "I can and will not be si¬ 
lenced" and "I am driven/ have to speak out/ Have written it down 
/ will dare more/ even if it costs me my head." 40 

Her poems are well crafted and abound in acrostics and other 
poetic devices which incorporate her name in various ways in the 
poems. This is particularly evident in a joyous and confident hymn 
called "Up, Up, Zion" in which she sings to the glory of Zion, and 
uses a rhyme scheme in which each stanza ends with "Sing, Ho- 
seanna, and thus sings with you Hanns Ovenn's daughter Anna." 
In stanza 12 she begins to change her refrain, referring not to her 
daughterhood, but to her motherhood. "You, my three sons sing 
loud and bright./ Sing it Hoseanna, you two daughters be joyous 
with your mother Anna." This pattern is repeated for two more 
stanzas, then the last stanza ends with her signature as Hans Ovenn's 
daughter Anna. This gay and self-confident song is unique in my 
reading of women's literature in its constant reiteration of her name 
and her claim to fame as daughter and mother. 41 

One of her lengthy poems, "A Spiritual Discussion Between 
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Mother and Child About True Christianity/' represents her own 
theological interpretation of basic doctrine and thus is a literary form 
of preaching. Her only justification for such an undertaking is the 
fact she is a mother instructing her child. 42 The child asks her ques¬ 
tions unlikely to be asked by any child: "How can I get closer to 
Christ?" "Oh, Mother, I'm too weak to renounce the world and to 
follow my Lord Jesus. What do I do?" Her replies to the child's 
theological questions take forty-one pages. Although the child func¬ 
tions mainly as a literary device, she keeps her answers simple, on 
the level of a child. After her instruction the child says: "Yes, Mother, 
I thank you for this. You have shown me the way, and through 
your motherliness you have taught me and have given me access to 
beautiful books in which God reveals his glory to me morning and 
night. All that will stick to my heart, will bear fruit in my life." 43 
Thus, the fictionalized child authorizes the mother's daring venture 
into theological interpretation. 

A 17th-century Jewish-German housewife and mother has left a 
fascinating account of her life, her theological ideas and her activities 
as a mother. Shortly after the death of her husband, Gliickel of 
Hameln (1646-1724) wrote her memoirs in the form of a diary ad¬ 
dressed to her children. 44 She began with a summary of her theo¬ 
logical and moral beliefs, which she exhorted her children to carry 
into practice. The story of her life encompassed many public events, 
which affected her security and threatened her survival as a Jew in 
the German lands torn by the religious conflicts of the Thirty Years 
War and its aftermath. Married at age fourteen, Gliickel bore four¬ 
teen children, of whom two died in infancy. In a tone somewhat 
reminiscent of the practical, pragmatic style of Margery Kempe, she 
tells of her marriage, her activities as a businesswoman, her efforts 
at securing favorable marriages for her children. She lived through 
war, anti-Semitic persecutions and pogroms, the arrival of the false 
Messiah Sabbtai Zevi, pestilence, sickness and the death of her hus¬ 
band. Widowed, with eight children still at home, she salvaged the 
family fortune by her shrewd trading activities, which necessitated 
far-flung travels to most of the cities of Europe. She married a sec¬ 
ond time, much later, hoping to find some security in her old age, 
but her husband's business failed and he barely escaped imprison¬ 
ment. He died impoverished and she had to accept the offer of one 
of her sons-in-law to move into his house, where she remained the 
rest of her life. 

Gliickel's memoirs are the only first-person account of a Jewish 
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woman's life in the 17th century available to us. They give a vivid 
picture of the social scene and of Jewish life, its hardships and of the 
strong support network of the Jewish communities. There is one 
particular scene in her book which exemplifies woman's culture. She 
and her young husband were living in her father's house in Ham¬ 
burg at the time of her first pregnancy. Her mother was at that time 
also expecting a child: 

My dear mother had reckoned our time for the same day. However, she 
had great joy in my being brought to bed first, so she could help me a 
little, young girl that I was. Eight days later my mother likewise brought 
forth a young daughter in childbirth. So there was neither envy nor 
reproach between us, and we lay next to each other in the selfsame 
room. But Lord, we had no peace, for the people that came running in 
to see the marvel, a mother and daughter together in childbed . 45 

Gliickel continues the story of how she and her mother nearly ex¬ 
changed babies by mistake "in laughter . . . the word went round, 
'A little more, and we'd had to summon the blessed King Solomon 
himself.' " 46 

The theme of motherhood appears in an experiential way in the 
work of several other 17th-century writers. These women not only 
felt authorized to write and teach because they were mothers but 
they considered their experience as mothers a fit subject for their 
literary work. This represents a new level in the development of 
women's consciousness. 

A poem in a humorous vein continues in the tradition of moth¬ 
ers' instructing their sons. It appears in a collection of poems by one 
Mrs. Barber, wife of a tradesman in Dublin, who, as the male writer 
of the Preface informs us, "found leisure without neglecting her 
husband's business, to write several little pieces." She complied with 
convention in explaining that she writes solely for the edification of 
her children. That she was able to publish at all, despite her humble 
social station, was due to the patronage of some women and men of 
learning, including Lady Carteret and Jonathan Swift, whose patron¬ 
izing comments we cited earlier. 47 Mrs. Barber held her own against 
those patronizing her and wittily answered in kind: 

Conclusion of a Letter to the Rev. Mr. C. 

'Tis time to conclude; for I make it a rule 

To leave off all writing, when Con. comes from school. 

He dislikes what I've written, and says I had better 
To send what he calls a poetical letter. 
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To this I reply'd, you are out of your wits; 

A letter in verse would put him in fits; 

He thinks it a crime in a woman to read— 

Then what would he say should your counsel succeed? 

I pity poor Barber, his wife's so romantic: 

A letter in rhyme!—Why, the woman is frantic! 

This reading the poets has quite turn'd her head! 

On my life, she should have a dark room and straw bed. 

Her husband has surely a terrible life! 

There's nothing I dread like a verse-writing wife. . . . 

If ever I marry, I'll chuse me a spouse, 

That shall serve and obey, as she's bound by her vows 
That shall, when I'm dressing, attend like a valet; 

Then go to the kitchen, and study my palate. 

She has wisdom enough, that keeps out of the dirt. 
And can make a good pudding, and cut out a shirt. 
What good's in a dame that will pore on a book? 

No!—Give me the wife that shall save me a cook. 

Thus far I had written—Then turn'd to my son 
To give him advice, ere my letter was done. 

My son, should you marry, look out for a wife, 

That's fitted to lighten the labours of life. 

Be sure, wed a woman you thoroughly know, 

And shun, above all things, a housewifely shrew. . . . 

Chuse a woman of wisdom, as well as good breeding. 
With a turn, at least no aversion, to reading. 

In the care of her person, exact and refin'd; 

Yet still, let her principal care be her mind. 

Who can, when her family cares give her leisure, 
Without the dear cards, pass an evening with pleasure 
In forming her children'to virtue and knowledge, 

Not trust, for that care, to a school, or a college. . . . 

A husband first praise is a Friend and Protector. 

Then change not the titles, for Tyrant and Hector. 

. . . Chuse books, for her study, to fashion her mind, 
To emulate those who excelTd of her kind. 

. . . So you, in your marriage, shall gain its true end 
And find, in your wife, a Companion and Friend . 48 


Mrs. Barber not only cleverly subverted domestic ideology and 
gender roles by instructing her son to choose what her contempo- 
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raries regard as an aberration, namely an educated wife, but she also 
elevated the dailyness of her housewife's existence to the subject 
matter of poetry. In this, she anticipated a development of female 
literary expression which would not come to full flowering until the 
18th century in Europe. 

A different approach to the subject is found in the work of a Ger¬ 
man poet. Margaretha Susanna von Kuntsch (1651-1716) was the 
daughter of a municipal court clerk in Eisleben, and received some 
education in Latin and French. She got married in 1669 and had 
fourteen children, of whom only one daughter survived her. She 
wrote many poems occasioned by the death of her children. After 
her death her grandchild edited a volume of her poetry. In one of 
her poems she deals with her pathetic life experience in a rather 
remarkable way, infusing her tragedy with larger meaning. The poem 
is entitled "Occasioned by the Death of My Fifth Born Little Son, 
the Little Chrysander, or CK on the 22nd of November, 1686" and 
consists of seven rhymed stanzas. The first two stanzas tell how an 
artist who attempted to paint the grief of Agamemnon at the sacri¬ 
fice of his daughter Iphigenia was unable to show the hero's face 
because the blow of fate was too strong and shocking. The third 
stanza continues: 

What is one-time grief? 

One should compare me with Agamemnon. 

Me, who all my hopes and joys 
had to bury in the tomb 
with my ninth child 
sacrificed to death's knife. 

He was a courageous hero, 
a king used to command and reign, 
a warrior leading his men 
into battle against the foe, 
and yet his usually brave heart 
faltered overwhelmed by his grief. . . . 

Who gives me the courage, 

who will sharpen my pen with craft 

when my blood is stirred 

to try in words to describe my feelings, 

I who am merely a woman ? 

Alas, my senses falter. 

My hand trembles, 

the pen refuses me service. 
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The paper is shaking 

and cannot bear the words of grief. 

Let my silent suffering 

Bear witness to my desolation. 49 

Here, for once, a woman elevates her experience of motherhood to 
equal status with that of the warrior-hero, subtly challenging the 
patriarchal value system that renders her heart-wrenching experi¬ 
ence insignificant. 

Beginning in the 17th century, debates about the responsibilities of 
mothers to breastfeed their children began to take on ideological 
freight. A new emphasis on childhood and on the benefits and joys 
of domesticity developed by the 18th century into a full-fledged “cult 
of motherhood and domesticity." Advice literature, sermons and novels 
glorified motherhood and romanticized women as primarily mater¬ 
nal beings. Advice literature urged wealthy women to breastfeed their 
children; a new literature on childrearing became popular; icono- 
graphic representations of sentimental motherhood became perva- 

50 

sive. 

Women seemingly embraced the concept and adapted it to their 
own uses, chiefly as a literary genre. It appeared first in collections 
of verse by women addressed to a female readership, then, increas¬ 
ingly, in the journals and magazines for women, which proliferated 
in the late 18th and early 19th century. At the same time many 
newspapers and reform journals adopted the custom of publishing a 
“woman's page" on which poems by and for mothers regularly made 
their appearance. The genre is sentimental and generally of low lit¬ 
erary quality, with religious sentiments, consoling thoughts or mor¬ 
alistic generalizations the prevailing message. It is difficult to see 
any feminist consciousness in these productions, yet we should note 
that the emphasis on the maternal experience of the deaths of chil¬ 
dren constitutes a rudimentary recognition of motherhood as a col¬ 
lective cultural concept. 

The concept of motherhood was also redefined in a political and 
feminist way in the wake of the great revolutionary movements of 
the late 18th century. For example, the 17th-century English author 
Bathsua Pell Makin argued that women in their role as educated 
mothers would benefit the nation. This argument for “Republican 
Motherhood" would be a theme frequently sounded by later fem¬ 
inists as well and will be more fully explored in Chapter Nine. 

It is striking to see how frequently the argument made by early 
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feminist thinkers for equality as citizens was based on an elaboration 
of woman's role as mother. Even the first major feminist theoreti¬ 
cian, Mary Wollstonecraft, appealed to women as a group mainly in 
terms of their motherhood. Her chief argument to both men and 
women was that better educated women would make better wives 
and mothers. Yet Wollstonecraft challenged her own argument in 
referring to women's domestic and motherly work as their "simple 
duties . . . but the end, the grand end of their exertions should be 
to unfold their own faculties and acquire the dignity of conscious 
virtue." 51 Where earlier advocates of women's education had argued 
that women as moral creatures under God were entitled to equality, 
she secularized this argument, grounded it in natural rights, yet again 
and again conflated women's citizenship with motherhood: 

The being who discharges the duties of its station is independent; and, 
speaking of women at large, their first duty is to themselves as rational 
creatures, and the next, in point of importance, as citizens, is that, which 
includes so many, of a mother . 52 

She goes much further in a feminist direction in her two works 
of fiction, Mary and Maria. There she offers concrete evidence of 
cross-class solidarity among women and attacks marriage as an in¬ 
stitution. The heroine of Mary dies with the joyous thought that 
"she was hastening to that world where there is neither marrying, 
nor giving in marriage." 53 Maria ends tragically for the heroine, 
who is an abused wife. Yet in both works the solidarity of women 
is made possible only by the commonality of their experiences of 
wife- and motherhood. 

The theme of motherhood was countered by a very different theme, 
that of independent womanhood, by the pioneers of feminist thought 
in 17th-century England and France. Women like Sarah Fyge, Bath- 
sua Pell Makin, Mary Astell, Lady Mary Chudleigh in England and 
Marie de Gournay in France, despite differences in their back¬ 
grounds and political beliefs, had in common their commitment to 
women's independence, to their development of social roles outside 
of marriage and to their intellectual advancement. These early fem¬ 
inists began to define women as a coherent social group whose sub¬ 
ordination was neither natural nor divinely ordered; they mounted 
a strong challenge to the claim of women's intellectual inferiority, 
demanded institutionalized education for girls equal to that for boys— 
and assumed implicitly that women of their class would have a com¬ 
mon interest in advancing these claims. We will discuss them more 
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fully below, but we should note here that they were the first to 
think in terms of sisterhood as a collectivity. 

The early English feminists, like their European counterparts, were 
savagely attacked, ridiculed and slandered. Designated as "bluestock¬ 
ings, old maids and strong-minded women," they were considered 
"de-sexed" and unfeminine, compared with the idealized wife and 
mother of prescriptive literature. 

At this early stage in feminist thought the recognition of group 
interest beyond that of motherhood had to be merely a utopian pro¬ 
jection, a tentative hope without practical or political consequences. 
Yet it was the ideas of the early feminists that foreshadowed the 
development of feminist consciousness a century later. It was only 
in the 19th century, when in both the United States and Great Brit¬ 
ain educated middle-class women organized for religious and com¬ 
munity welfare and when working women began to organize as 
women to improve their economic conditions, that the idea of sister¬ 
hood could become a central issue of feminist thought. And even 
then and well into the first decade of the twentieth century, women 
would argue for their feminist agenda on the grounds of their com¬ 
mon experience as mothers. In Western Europe and in the United 
States, the claim of women's moral superiority over men because of 
their concern with the welfare of children and therefore with the 
welfare of the community was long used to justify women's claim 
to the ballot. Because they were mothers, some women argued, women 
voters would improve politics. 

Until marriage was no longer the chief means of support for most 
women and until large groups of women no longer needed to spend 
most of their lives as child-bearers and child-rearers, the main con¬ 
cept through which women could conceptualize their group identity 
was their common experience of motherhood. This experience al¬ 
lowed them to make claims to equality long before the concept of 
sisterhood could develop. 



SEVEN --- 

One Thousand Years of 
Feminist Bible Criticism 


Whatever route women took to self-authorization and whether they 
were religiously inspired or not, they were confronted by the core 
texts of the Bible, which were used for centuries by patriarchal au¬ 
thorities to define the proper roles for women in society and to jus¬ 
tify the subordination of women: Genesis, the Fall and St. Paul. 
Since male objections to women thinking, teaching and speaking in 
public were for centuries based on biblical authority, the develop¬ 
ment of feminist Bible criticism can be seen as an appropriate and 
perhaps not unexpected response to the constraints and limitations 
imposed upon women's intellectual development by religiously sanc¬ 
tioned gender definitions. These biblical core texts sat like huge 
boulders across the paths women had to travel in order to define 
themselves as equals of men. No wonder they engaged in theological 
reinterpretation before they could move on to other, more original 
and creative ideas. 

It may also have been the case that women took up Bible criti¬ 
cism mostly because the Bible was the one text available to them. If 
so, their act of critique and reinterpretation would be a prime ex¬ 
ample of their subversion and transformation of patriarchal doctrine, 
in itself a feminist act. Such an act implies that the person engaging 
in reinterpretation considers herself fully authorized and capable of 
challenging expert theological authority. It is amazing to see how 
woman after woman engaged in such criticism without reference to 
theological authorities and without apology. The same women who 
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endlessly apologized for their audacity in writing or teaching, confi¬ 
dently corrected Church fathers, popes, priests and preachers. Usu¬ 
ally they offered their own version of God's intent, not, as the mys¬ 
tics did, on the basis of special revelation but simply because they 
reasoned as they did and believed they had every right thus to rea¬ 
son. There is no stronger evidence available to show that there al¬ 
ways were women who never accepted the patriarchal gender defi¬ 
nitions which defined them as inherently inferior and incapable of 
reasoning. Long before organized groups of women challenged male 
authority, the feminist Bible critics did just that. Without making 
any special claims for their right to preach or teach, women simply 
did both, appropriating the Bible and using it for their own pur¬ 
poses. The long trail of evidence of this process, to be found in the 
work of most European women writers over many centuries, is only 
the tip of the iceberg. For every woman who wrote in this manner, 
there must have been many, anonymous and unknown, who thought 
that way and taught their children that way. 

This chapter deals with examples of women's Bible criticism from 
many places and made in different periods, although the selections 
in the modern period are made mostly from British and American 
sources. This is a pragmatic choice; the sources on this subject are 
very rich and one could prove the same points from sources in many 
different Western European cultures. The point is to illustrate the 
lack of continuity and the absence of collective memory on the part 
of women thinkers. It is interesting to note that individual women 
thinkers in different countries and at different times proceeded along 
similar intellectual routes in developing their arguments for the 
equality and emancipation of women. Yet they hardly ever based 
their work on that of another woman, and they were seemingly ig¬ 
norant of a feminist tradition of Bible criticism. I have selected the 
most telling examples from many times and places to illustrate this 
discontinuity. 

There is, on the other hand, a continuing tradition of women's 
religious writing. Women's creative energies were for centuries 
channelled into religious writing, with other forms of expression dis¬ 
couraged or foreclosed. Thus there is a large corpus of women's re¬ 
ligious texts which simply repeat traditional interpretations. Espe¬ 
cially, during the 18th and 19th centuries, traditionalist female 
religious writers found outlets and readers and sometimes acclaim. I 
have not considered these writings here, since they do little or noth¬ 
ing to challenge the patriarchal tradition. 
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Possibly the earliest known example of a woman's Bible commen¬ 
tary concerns one Helie, in the second century A.D., who wanted to 
remain a "consecrated virgin" and who argued with her mother and 
a judge to whom her parents had brought her. When the judge cited 
St. Paul, "It is better to marry than burn" against her, Helie re¬ 
plied: "It is true that Scripture says it is better to marry than burn; 
but not for everyone, that is, not for holy virgins." She pointed out 
that "men are not bound by laws promulgated for women." and 
with that argument won the right to stay a virgin and to take Christ 
as her husband. 1 

The teachings of the medieval Church in regard to women were 
based on several biblical core texts in the Old Testament: Genesis 
1:27 (God created mankind in his own image; in the image of God 
created he him; male and female created he them) and the old Yahwist 
account, Genesis 2:20-23, the story of Eve's creation from Adam's 
rib. These were frequently linked in Christian exegesis with the story 
of the Fall, Genesis 3:1-24. The New Testament texts most fre¬ 
quently cited all derive from St. Paul and seem to dictate women's 
submissiveness and public silence: I Timothy 2:8-15; I Corinthians 
14:33-35; Ephesians 5:22-23. St. Paul himself took a teleological 
view by connecting earlier and later Old Testament texts, reading 
backward from the Fall to interpret Genesis, as in I Corinthians 11:7- 
9 ("For a man indeed ought not to cover his head, forasmuch as he 
is the image and glory of God: but the woman is the glory of man. 
For the man is not of the woman; but the woman of the man. Nei¬ 
ther was the man created for the woman; but the woman for the 
man"). Modern biblical scholarship has reached near-consensus in 
the judgment that most of the comments pertaining to women at¬ 
tributed to Paul were not in fact written or spoken by Paul but were 
the product of post-apostolic writers who ascribed the texts to him 
for greater authority. This includes the admonition most often cited: 
that women "must learn in silence and with all submissiveness. I 
permit no woman to teach or to have authority over men; she is to 
keep silent" (I Timothy 2:11). Knowledge of this erroneous ascrip¬ 
tion was, of course, not available to women until the present day, 
so that for nearly 2000 years the misogynist Paulinist tradition, 
which has dominated biblical interpretation, was regarded as apos¬ 
tolic. 2 

The second-century Church father Tertullian (A.D. 160-225) ex¬ 
pressed these misogynist ideas forcefully in speaking to Eve: 
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You are the Devil's gateway. You are the unsealer of that forbidden 
tree. You are the first deserter of the divine Law. . . . On account of 
your desert, that is death, even the son of God had to die . 3 

Two hundred years later, Ambrose, the bishop of Milan, commented 
that Eve was more to blame for the Fall than Adam, because, right 
after she ate the apple, she realized her sin, but still continued to 
tempt him. "She ought not ... to have made her husband a par¬ 
taker of the evil of which she was conscious. . . . She sinned there¬ 
fore with forethought." 4 

In the 5th century, St. Augustine of Hippo argued that woman 
was not created in God's image but only in his "likeness," which 
supported the idea of her "weakness" and greater propensity for sin. 
He argued that "even before her sin, woman had been made to be 
ruled by her husband and to be submissive and subject to him," but 
that condition was without resentment, while after the Fall "there is 
a condition similar to slavery." 5 In another, often quoted statement, 
Augustine said: 

I have said, when I was treating of the nature of the human mind, that 
the woman together with her husband is in the image of God...but 
when she is referred to separately to her quality of "help-meet," which 
regards the woman herself alone, then she is not the image of God, but 
as regards the man alone, he is the image of God as fully and com¬ 
pletely as when the woman too is joined with him in one . 6 

This passage has been controversial not only among theologians, but 
also among modern feminist critics. It has been interpreted both lit¬ 
erally, as showing the innate inferiority of woman, and allegorically, 
as referring to two aspects of the human mind, the higher intellect 
(male) and the lower reason (female), being inextricably linked one 
to the other. 7 Whichever interpretation one is inclined to accept, it 
is obvious that the text offers support to those arguing for female 
intellectual inferiority. Some theologians and later some feminist 
thinkers used St. Augustine to argue for women's equality, but the 
overwhelming thrust of interpretation, as it came down to the com¬ 
mon people, was in the misogynist direction. 

Nearly a thousand years later the Dominican Thomas Aquinas, 
influenced by Aristotelian thinking which defined women as incom¬ 
plete and inferior to men, showed that the male was created with 
superior capacity for knowledge and with a rational soul, whereas 
the woman was created chiefly as an aid in reproduction. Although 
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Aquinas qualified this harsh judgment on women by saying, ''de¬ 
spise not yourselves, women, the son of God was born of woman," 
he thereby merely elevated motherhood as woman's only route toward 
the Divine, while he firmly held woman to innate inferiority by 
divine design. 8 This woman-blaming doctrine was accepted as truth 
by all medieval theologians. It was an argument frequently sub¬ 
verted by feminist re-interpreters who reasoned that Eve could not 
help her inborn weakness and that therefore her sin was less than 
Adam's. 

Although the biblical and apostolic texts were by no means un¬ 
equivocal in their position on women, during the Middle Ages two 
assumptions regarding woman's nature were accepted as basic truths: 
that women were created inferior and for a different, lesser, purpose 
than men and that by their nature and weakness they had a greater 
propensity toward sin and sexual temptation than did men. A third 
widespread assumption about the nature of women derived from early 
patristic interpretation of the core texts, chiefly by Origen and St. 
Augustine, namely, that Adam and Eve's sin is transmitted from 
parent to child through concupiscence, which invariably is part of 
the act of generation. Since that sin had already been blamed on 
Eve, all women were charged with a heavy load of guilt for the Fall 
and original sin. 9 

A popular version of these woman-blaming beliefs is expressed by 
a medieval Irish poet, when he had Eve speak as follows: 

I am Eve, the wife of noble Adam; it was I who violated Jesus in the 
past; it was I who robbed my children of heaven; it is I by right who 
should have been crucified. . . . It was I who plucked the apple; . . . 
there would be no hell, there would be no grief, there would be no 
terror but for me . 10 

It is against the background of this thousand-year-old tradition of 
patristic interpretation that one must view the daring and persistent 
efforts at feminist Bible criticism. 

The first and highly original reinterpretation of the story of Cre¬ 
ation from a woman-focused point of view is to be found in the work 
of Hildegard of Bingen. She returned to the theme repeatedly and 
throughout her lifetime. I have earlier discussed Hildegard's theol¬ 
ogy in which the Eve—Mary—and the Woman-clothed-with-the- 
sun images merge and symbolize the feminine aspect of the Divine. 
She regarded Eve as prefiguring Mary, the symbol of divine human- 
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ity "in which the whole human race lay hidden until it should come 
forth in God's mighty power, just as he had brought forth the first 
man. Male and female were joined together, therefore, in such a 
way that each one works through the other." 11 Hildegard sees man 
and woman as complementary and interdependent, yet she thinks 
the woman is weaker than the man, because he was formed from 
earth and she was formed from flesh. Still, in her beautiful version 
of the Creation, which I have cited earlier, she movingly describes 
Adam's prophetic wisdom, "for he saw the mother through whom 
he would beget children," and Eve's longing for fulfillment "for she 
set her hope in the man." 12 Hildegard envisioned Adam and Eve 
before the Fall in a state of perfection, a wholeness of mind and body 
in which sex was free of lust and in which state Eve would have 
given birth to a child painlessly from her side, the way she was 
created out of Adam. In a departure from traditional patristic inter¬ 
pretation regarding innocence before the Fall, Hildegard speaks of 
the "love" Adam felt for Eve. "And God gave a form to the love of 
the man, and so woman is the man's love." 13 This harmonious vi¬ 
sion, so different from the Augustinian condemnation of sexuality, 
also echoes in the tolerant and egalitarian way in which Hildegard, 
in her medical writings, describes human intercourse as a joining of 
two equally important forces, both of which determine the nature of 
the child. 14 

The next Bible commentary by a woman comes from the pen of 
the 14th-century author, Christine de Pizan (1365-c. 1430), and de¬ 
rives from a quite different context than that of the visionary Saint 
Hildegard. Christine was born in Venice and a few years later was 
taken to Paris, when her father was called to assume the post of 
court astrologer for King Charles V. She obtained an excellent edu¬ 
cation despite her mother's opposition and at age fifteen married 
Estienne de Castel, a notary. Her husband encouraged her literary 
activity and the marriage was very happy. Her husband died in 1389, 
not long after her father had died impoverished. At age twenty-five 
Christine was widowed, without income and faced with her hus¬ 
band's debts. She supported herself, her mother and her three young 
children by copying and producing books, doing illustrations and 
possibly by doing the work of a notary, all the while making her 
reputation as a writer. She lived her life in the world, engaged in 
court and politics, ambitious for fame and reputation. Soon she was 
recognized as a poet and received a commission to do the biography 
of Charles V. She made her reputation as a defender of women when 
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she attacked Jean de Meung's popular Roman de la rose for its 
mockery of women. This led to an exchange of letters with some of 
the leading male humanists of her day, in which her reputation was 
attacked and which started a three-century-long debate on the status 
of women, known as the Querelle des femmes. Christine continued 
her argument in her major work. The Book of the City of the Ladies 
(1405), a spirited defense of women and a deliberate effort to consti¬ 
tute a history of women, which I will discuss more fully in Chapter 
Eleven. 15 

Not surprisingly, Christine de Pizan's Bible commentary is phrased 
with her usual assertive confidence: 

There Adam slept, and God formed the body of woman from one of his 
ribs, signifying that she should stand at his side as a companion and 
never lie at his feet like a slave, and also that he should love her as his 
own flesh. ... I don't know if you have already noted this: she was 
created in the image of God. How can any mouth dare to slander the 
vessel which bears such a noble imprint? . . . God created the soul and 
placed wholly similar souls, equally good and noble, in the feminine 
and masculine bodies. . . . [W]oman was made by the Supreme 
Craftsman. In what place was she created? In the Terrestrial Paradise. 
From what substance? Was it vile matter? No, it was the noblest sub¬ 
stance which had ever been created: it was from the body of man from 
which God made woman . 16 

Christine, who although self-taught, was very well read and was 
familiar with classical and patristic literature. She may have been 
familiar with Hugh of St.-Victor's statement that woman was not 
created from man's head, and is therefore not meant to be his mis¬ 
tress, and that she was not created from his feet, and so is not meant 
to be his slave. 17 She interpreted Augustine's remark that woman 
was not created in God's image but in his "likeness" allegorically 
and utilized his statement that God created not the body, but the 
soul, which allowed her to stress the equality of the sexes regardless 
of their bodily differences. Her assertion that the substance from 
which Eve was created was "the noblest substance," namely, the 
body of man, represents a neat, common-sensical inversion of the 
male claim to superiority by precedence. She here used a device women 
often have used to discredit patriarchal ideas—she seemingly ac¬ 
cepted them, but cleverly subverted them by drawing different con¬ 
clusions from them than do the patriarchal thinkers. If man was 
noble by his earlier creation. Eve surpasses him by being created of 
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nobler substance than he was. This is a logical advance over Hilde- 
gard's acceptance of female weakness because she was born from 
flesh, not from earth. 18 

Christine is equally assertive in her handling of the Fall. 

And if anyone would say that man was banished because of Lady Eve, 

I tell you that he gained more through Mary than he lost through Eve 
when humanity was conjoined to the Godhead, which would never have 
taken place if Eve's misdeed had not occurred. Thus man and woman 
should be glad for this sin, through which such an honor has come 
about. For as low as human nature fell through this creature woman, 
was human nature lifted higher by this same creature . 19 

Here we see Christine push the patristic argument that Mary's grace 
redeemed the sin of Eve a step further by her assertion that Mary's 
role in lifting human nature higher surpassed the harm created by 
Eve. 

The construction of Christine's major feminist work, The Book 
of the City of the Ladies, enabled her, one by one, to respond to and 
to demolish all the rtiajor and minor charges leveled against women. 
She did this by raising all the misogynist charges against women in 
a dialogue with Lady Reason, an allegorical figure of great serenity, 
who answered each charge with arguments, examples from history, 
myth or fable and with appropriate excerpts from the Bible. What is 
most unusual about Lady Reason's defense of women is that it con¬ 
fidently reversed the existing order of gender—she unabashedly de¬ 
picted women in a better light than men and praised their virtues 
without apology. 

For example, Christine said that men have burdened her with "a 
heavy charge" by using a Latin proverb, "God made women to speak, 
weep, and sew," to attack women. Lady Reason answered that the 
proverb is true and showed how these very qualities have saved 
women. "What special favors has God bestowed on women because 
of their tears! He did not despise the tears of Mary Magdalen, but 
accepted them and forgave her sins and through the merits of those 
tears she is in glory in Heaven." 20 She then proceeded to cite similar 
examples from among the saints. As for women's speaking, Jesus 
Christ wished that his resurrection be first reported by a woman; he 
had mercy on the woman of Canaan who would not stop shouting 
her plight in the street, and he discussed her salvation with the Sa¬ 
maritan woman at the well. "God, how often would our contempo- 
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rary pontiffs deign to discuss anything with some simple little woman, 
let alone her own salvation?" 21 

Christine's culling the Bible for worthy heroines and examples 
set a precedent which would be followed for centuries, yet none of 
the women writing in the same vein ever cited her. Nor is there any 
evidence that they knew of her or her Work. Yet it was Christine de 
Pisan who launched women's participation in the debate over wom¬ 
en's status in society represented by the querelle des femmes which 
would go on for three centuries in various parts of Europe and in 
England. It developed as a playful and at times bitter exchange be¬ 
tween feminists and antifeminists of both sexes and represented the 
first serious discussion of gender as a social construct in Western 
European history. 22 During the Renaissance the main ground of the 
debate was biblical reinterpretation and an effort to describe the 
character and nature of Christian woman as different from the woman, 
actual and mythical, of Antiquity. Female and male defenders of 
women ascribed heroic qualities to the "virile woman" who tran¬ 
scended her sex by her virtue, nobility and courage. The ideal type 
of the defenders of women emerged as an androgyne, a person with 
both "feminine" and "masculine" virtues. The debate was, for over 
two centuries, highly abstract, intellectual and rhetorical. It was not 
intended to nor did it produce proposals for societal change; what it 
did offer was a counter-weight to the overwhelmingly misogynist 
tradition of the Church. The long lists of heroic women exempla 
presented by feminists were contrasted with the degraded presenta¬ 
tions of womanhood in sermons, prescriptive literature and in pop¬ 
ular belief. Women taking part in that debate almost invariably made 
biblical reinterpretation a part of their argument. 

One of the learned women of the Renaissance, Isotta Nogarola 
(1418-66), engaged in such an argument over biblical interpretation. 
It took the form of a dialogue in letters with a distinguished male 
humanist, the Venetian Ludovico Foscarini, over Adam's or Eve's 
responsibility for the Fall. Ludovico argued that Eve was more guilty 
than Adam because she received the harsher punishment, caused 
Adam's sin and acted out of pride. 23 Isotta, like Hildegard before her, 
accepted Eve's greater weakness as a fact: 

Where there is less intellect and less constancy, there is less sin; and 
Eve [lacked sense and constancy] and therefore sinned less. Knowing 
[her weakness] that crafty serpent began by tempting the woman, thinking 
the man perhaps invulnerable because of his constancy. . . . [Adam 
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must also be judged more guilty than Eve, secondly] because of his 
greater contempt for the command. For in Genesis 2 it appears that the 
Lord commanded Adam not Eve. . . . Moreover, the woman did not 
[eat from the forbidden tree] because she believed that she was made 
more like God, but rather because she was weak and [inclined to indulge 
in] pleasure. . . . and it does not say [that she did so] in order to be 
like God. And if Adam had not eaten, her sin would have no conse¬ 
quences. For it does not say: "If Eve had not sinned Christ would not 
have been made incarnate," but "If Adam had not sinned" . . . Notice 
that Adam's punishment appears harsher than Eve's; for God said to 
Adam: "to dust you shall return," and not to Eve, and death is the 
most terrible punishment that could be assigned. Therefore it is estab¬ 
lished that Adam's punishment was greater than Eve's. 24 

Ludovico responded that at any rate Eve was responsible for her 
sin and she sinned worse than Adam because she induced him to 
sin. Further, her sin was not weakness but pride. Isotta disagreed: 

It is clearly less a sin to desire the knowledge of good and evil than to 
transgress against a divine commandment, since the desire for knowl¬ 
edge is a natural thing, and all men by nature desire to know. . . . 

Eve, weak and ignorant by nature, sinned much less by assenting to 
that astute serpent, who was called "wise," than Adam—created by God 
with perfect knowledge and understanding—in listening to the persua¬ 
sive words and voice of the imperfect woman. 25 

Isotta's argument is ingenious and learned. She freely cited from 
and commented on the fathers of the Church and various patristic 
texts. It is noteworthy that when she defended Eve against the charge 
of pride she said that the desire for knowledge is natural and com¬ 
mon to y/ all men." Obviously, she meant by that all men and'women, 
thereby anticipating the natural rights argument of a later time. Yet, 
she insisted on Eve's weakness. The fact that she bolstered her other 
arguments with patristic sources, but did not bolster this argument 
by citing Hildegard of Bingen, who earlier made it, shows that she 
must have been ignorant of Hildegard's work. 

On the other hand, Laura Cereta (1469-99) a generation later 
and representing the third generation of Italian women humanists, 
was familiar with Nogarola's work. 26 Born in Brescia, she was very 
well educated and had an unusual interest and training in mathe¬ 
matics through her father, who supervised military construction. 
Married at fifteen and early widowed, she not only continued her 
literary correspondence and studies during her marriage, but re¬ 
covered from her great grief after her husband's death by continuing 
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her writing. She suffered much disparagement from male human¬ 
ists, who charged that her father must have written her letters be¬ 
cause no woman could have done so. Cereta answered her detractors 
with spirited invective. In one letter she attacked a male humanist 
who paid too much attention to women's appearance: 

Therefore, Augustine, ... I wish you would pay no attention to my 
age or at least my sex. For [woman's] nature is not immune to sin; 
nature produced our mother [Eve], not from earth or rock, but from 
Adam's humanity. . . . We are quite an imperfect animal, and our 
puny strength is not sufficient for mighty battles. [But] you great men, 
wielding such authority, commanding such success ... be care¬ 
ful .. . .For where there is greater wisdom, there lies greater guilt. 27 

Here, she clearly relied on Nogarola's line of reasoning in defense 
of Eve. 

' Marguerite d'Angouleme, Queen of Navarre and sister of King 
Francis I (1492-1549), in her Mirror of the Sinful Soul r published 
1531, offered a feminine and at times feminist theology. She was a 
humanist and greatly influenced by Calvin's theology, although she 
never left the Catholic Church. At her court, she became a protector 
of humanists and Protestant reformers. In her writings she accepted 
the Lutheran concept of sola fides (by faith alone) when she stated 
in her Preface that only "the gift of faith . . . gives one knowledge 
of Goodness, Wisdom and Power." 28 Marguerite, through her men¬ 
tor Lefevre d'Etaples, was most likely familiar with the writings of 
the mystics Hildegard of Bingen and Mechthild of Hackeborn, which 
may have strengthened her conviction in her religious mission and 
her right to offer her own spiritual insights. She chose a female 
narrator and interpreter for her book and focused in her citations on 
biblical passages relating to women. Echoing the mystical ecstasy of 
her female predecessors she stressed God's special blessing bestowed 
on her as a woman: 

You call me friend, bride, and beautiful: 

If I am, you have made me so. . 

As I listen to you I hear myself called Mother 
Sister, Daughter, Bride. Ah, the soul that can 
Feel this sweetness is all but consumed, 

Melted, burned, reduced to nothing. 29 

In a passage describing the torment of the sinful soul, whom she 
identifies as herself, she interpreted a biblical passage quite literally 
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in such a way as to give heightened significance to the female in 
relation to the Divine: 

Will my spirit dare speak out 
and name you Father? Yes, and ours: 

This you have permitted in the Our Father. . . . 

But Lord, if you are my Father 
May I think that I am your Mother? 

To engender you by whom I am created: 

This is a mystery I cannot comprehend: 

But you ended my doubt 

When, in preaching, stretching forth your arms 
You said: “Those who do the will of my Father 
Are my brothers, and my sisters, and my mother." 30 

Marguerite's bold suggestion of the "mystery" that she might 
"engender you by whom I am created" assumes at the very least 
woman's total equality with man in relation to the Divine and hints 
at the mystery of Mary's role in the Redemption. It is typical of the 
"slant" way in which women reinterpret scripture that it is hidden 
in the respectful question of a sinful soul to God, yet it is bolstered 
by a carefully chosen biblical text which Marguerite does not hesi¬ 
tate to interpret freely and with assurance. 

Such assurance undoubtedly derived from the queen's powerful 
and privileged position in society. On the other hand, as we have 
seen earlier in the case of Marguerite Porete, unorthodox interpre¬ 
tations of the biblical texts on the part of unprotected women were 
highly dangerous and could lead to accusations of heresy and witch¬ 
craft. An English contemporary of Marguerite de Navarre, Anne As¬ 
kew, daughter of a courtier of Henry VIII and well educated, found 
herself gravely at risk when her uneducated Catholic husband cast 
her and her two children out, accusing her of heresy because of her 
membership in the Reformed church. Anne Askew demanded a di¬ 
vorce, which was not granted, and then lived alone and unprotected 
in London, moving in court circles. Officially accused of heresy, she 
wrote down the record of her own examinations before a religious 
court. It is a most unusual record, revealing Askew's courage and 
sharp wit and her insistence on her right and ability to interpret 
scripture. When the Bishop cited St. Paul against her, 

I answered hym that I newe Paules meanynge so as he, which is, i 
Corinthiorium, xiiii, that a woman ought not to speake in the congre- 
gacyon by way of teachynge. And then I asked hym, how many women 
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he had seane, go into the pulpett and preache. He sayde, he never sawe 
non. Then I sayd, he ought to fynde no faute in poore women, except 
they had offended the lawe. 31 

Askew confidently assumes her right to interpret St. Paul and to 
argue fine points of meaning with a bishop. When Margery Kempe, 
similarly accused, had used a similar defense—namely, that she was 
not preaching in a pulpit, but merely teaching—she had been vin¬ 
dicated by her accusers. Anne Askew was not that lucky. When the 
Bishop pressed her to "make hym an answere to hys mynde," she 
refused, saying, "God hath given me the gyfte of knowledge, but 
not of utteraunce." Kept in prison, she was further questioned by a 
priest who tried to gain her confidence and again she refused to an¬ 
swer. "I will not do it, bycause I perceyve ye come to tempt me. 
And he sayd it was agaynst the ordre of scoles, that he whych asked 
the questyen, shuld answer it. I told hym, I was but a woman & 
knewe not the course of scoles." 32 Here again, Askew's ability to 
define the discourse, even under the most adverse circumstances, is 
remarkable. Men who keep women out of schools, nevertheless want 
them to abide by the rules of schools—this she refuses. The result 
of her refusals is catastrophic. She was put on the rack with the 
object of getting her to reveal the names of like-minded members of 
the nobility. She remained silent under severe torture and did not 
crye out "tyll I was nigh dead." She was then freed from the rack 
and fainted. When she was brought to, "I sate 11 longe houres rea- 
sonynge with my lorde Chauncellour upon the bare floore." The 
description is graphic and compelling—after having been tortured by 
the Chancellor's orders, she sat for hours upon the bare floor rea¬ 
soning with him. Such insistence on the right to reason with au¬ 
thority could end only one way: Anne Askew was burnt at the stake 
as a heretic in 1546. 

Nearly forty years later a prolonged pamphlet debate concerning 
women and following the earlier tradition of the querelle des femmes 
in France took place in England. In both countries the debate was 
started by the publication of an anti-feminist pamphlet, which sum¬ 
marized all the arguments against women in medieval and patristic 
literature, which in turn led to a spirited defense of women on the 
part of male and female pamphleteers. In both countries the anti¬ 
feminist pamphlets enjoyed greater popularity and were much more 
frequently reprinted than the feminist answers. 33 

In England the earliest of the female pamphleteers, one Jane An- 
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ger, responded to a misogynist pamphlet in a woman-centered de¬ 
fense she called Her protection for women . . , 34 Anger reiterated 
the older interpretation of the Creation story but gave it a particular 
gloss: 

The creation of man and woman at the first, he being formed In prin- 
cipio of dross and filthy clay, did so remain until God saw that in him 
his workmanship was good, and therefore by the transformation of the 
dust which was loathsome unto flesh it became purified. Then lacking a 
help for him, God, making woman of man's flesh that she might be 
purer than he, doth evidently show how far we women are more excel¬ 
lent than men. Our bodies are fruitful, whereby the world increaseth, 
and our care wonderful, by which man is preserved. From woman sprang 
man's salvation. A woman was the first that believed, and a woman 
likewise the first that repented of sin. 35 

Anger's extension of the argument for Eve's superiority through the 
act of creation to the results of the Fall—namely, that it is Eve to 
whom the blessings of procreation are given after the Fall—will be 
much used by other female Bible commentators in later periods 
without their being aware of Anger's earlier argument. It appears to 
be original with her in this pamphlet. Anger continued that argu¬ 
ment in a homely, common-sense manner, when she listed all the 
services women render to men in rather graphic detail. "They are 
comforted by our means," she asserted. Women nourish men and 
keep them clean and healthy. "Without our care they lie in their 
beds as dogs in litter and go like lousy mackerel swimming in the 
heat of summer." 36 As others before and after her, Anger listed 
virtuous women from Antiquity and from the Bible in support of 
her assertions. 

In 1615 one Joseph Swetnam (pseud.) wrote an attack on women 
which became an instant bestseller and was constantly in print for 
the next one hundred years. 37 He provoked a number of answers in 
pamphlet form, several of them written by men, but the first of 
these was written by Rachel Speght, the well-educated daughter of 
a clergyman who at the time, by her own account, was under twenty 
years old. Speght's satirical answer to Swetnam is not only a bril¬ 
liant deconstruction of his illogical and flawed argument, his stylistic 
quirks and his pompous platitudes, but an elaborate Bible argument, 
more fully developed than that of any woman writer up to that time, 
with the exception of Christine de Pisan. Not surprisingly, Speght's 
authorship was doubted and she was accused of claiming her father's 



152 • The Creation of Feminist Consciousness 


writings as her own. This accusation deeply angered her and she 
referred to it in openly claiming authorship of her earlier pamphlet 
and of her later theological work, Mortality's Memorandum , 38 
In her attack on Swetnam, Speght took up the old theme that 
woman (Eve) was made of refined matter, while man was created 
from dust. She elaborated: 

She was not produced from Adam's foote, to be his too low inferior, 
nor from his head to be his superior, but from his side, near his heart 
to be his equall. . . , 39 

She interpreted the question of Eve's guilt in the Fall much as Chris¬ 
tine de Pisan had but was sharper in her attack on Adam: "For by 
the free will, which before his fall he enjoyed, he might have avoided 
and been free from being burnt or singed with that fire which was 
kindled by Satan, and blown by Eve." 40 Speght was well read in St. 
Augustine and the Church fathers, yet she set aside their interpre¬ 
tation of the Fall and contradicted it with her own. She continued 
her argument by citing Eve's life-giving quality, arguing that al¬ 
though woman had occasioned sin, by "Hewah's blessed seed" Christ 
had been born and in Christ male and female are one. 41 More inter¬ 
estingly, she offered a textual critique of St. Paul's statement "It 
were good for a man not to touch a woman." Speght argued histor¬ 
ically, that this was said while the Corinthians were subject to per¬ 
secution and was advice designed to protect them and their wives 
from imprisonment or death. She also pointed out that Paul himself 
later married. This kind of historical critical analysis had not been 
earlier offered by women. 42 

In a complex argument based on Aristotelian concepts of causa¬ 
tion, Speght argued that the true merit of woman must derive from 
the final cause or end to which she was created by God. Woman like 
man was made to glorify God, to be a "collateral companion for man 
to glorify God, in using her body and all the parts, powers and fac¬ 
ulties thereof as instruments for his honour." 43 This bold assertion 
of the sacredness and blessedness of the female body and all its parts 
was not only a fitting reply to the vile description of the female body 
by Swetnam but advanced the feminist interpretation of biblical texts. 
Speght argued also that woman's role as helper put her on an equal 
footing with man. She then proceeded to cull from the entire biblical 
texts whatever passages she thought relevant to her points. Her ar¬ 
gument is sprightly, well documented and carefully constructed. 

Two years after the appearance of Speght's pamphlet the same 
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printer came out with another response to Swetnam's pamphlet by 
Ester Sowernam. The author was acquainted with Speght's pam¬ 
phlet, which she considered inadequate because Speght at times con¬ 
demned women. Sowerman is more aggressive in her tone than Speght 
and shows more self-assurance, probably based on her rather wide 
reading in classical literature. She stressed the positive blessings God 
bestowed on women. After the Fall, God punished both Adam and 
Eve with death, but 

Justice he administered to Adam; albeit the woman doth taste of justice, 
yet mercy is reserved for her. And of all the works of mercy which 
mankind may hope for, the greatest, the most blessed, and the most 
joyful is promised to woman. Woman supplanted by tasting of fruit, 
she is punished in bringing forth her own fruit. Yet what by fruit she 
lost, by fruit she shall recover. 44 

Sowerman reiterated the by now familiar argument derived from 
Eve's name, "the mother of the living," which expresses the role 
"for which in her creation she and all women are designed: to be 
helpers, comforters, joys, and delights." 45 Sowernam then offered 
an extensive list of biblical heroines from the Old and the New Tes¬ 
tament and ended with a witty and devastating attack upon the char¬ 
acter, mind and credentials of Joseph Swetnam. 

The pamphlet war on the subject of women continued well into 
the late 17th century in England, when the then fourteen-year-old 
Sarah Fyge (Field Egerton) (1669/72-1722/23) answered a misogyn¬ 
ist attack by one Robert Gould with a long poem, The Female Ad¬ 
vocate, published in 1686. Its publication so outraged her father that 
he banished her from his house. Fyge used the familiar argument of 
Eve's superiority by her creation from refined matter and added her 
own gloss: 

Thus have I prov'd Woman's Creation good, 

And not inferiour, when right understood, 

To that of Man's; for both one Maker had, 

Which made all good; then how could Eve be bad? 46 

Feminist Bible criticism and reinterpretation are evident also in 
the work of the 17th-century English poet Aemilia Lanyer. Her vol¬ 
ume of religious poems was published in 1611 and carried no fewer 
than nine dedicatory poems to royal and noble ladies. This literary 
device was quite common in that period and helped the author win 
support and favor. The fact that all these dedications are addressed 
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to women speaks to the fact that by then there existed an influential 
female audience. A major part of the work is a treatment of Christ's 
passion in which Lanyer went to great lengths to show the active 
and positive role women played in aid of Christ: 

It pleased our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ, without the assistance of 
man . . . to be begotten of a woman, borne of a woman, nourished of 
a woman, obedient to a woman; and that he healed women, pardoned 
women, comforted women: yea, even when he was in his greatest agonie 
and bloodie sweat, going to be crucified, and also in his last houre of his 
death, tooke care to dispose of a woman: after his resurrection, appeared 
first to a woman, sent a woman to declare his most glorious resurrection 
to the rest of his Disciples. 47 

Lanyer described how men betrayed Christ; all the judges, scribes 
and pharisees were men. She contrasted this with Eve's sin, which 
seemed small in comparison. 

Our Mother Eve, who tasted of the Tree, 

Giving to Adam what she held most dear. 

Was simply good, and had no power to see, 

The after-coming harm did not appear: 

The subtle Serpent that our Sex betrayed. 

Before our fall so sure a plot had laid ... 

But surely Adam can not be excused. 

Her fault though great, yet he was most to blame; 

What Weakness offered. Strength might have refused. 

Being Lord of all, the greater was his shame: 

Although the Serpent's craft had her abused, 

God's holy word ought all his actions frame. 

For he was Lord and King of all the earth, 

Before poor Eve had either life or breath. 

She continued to describe the greater responsibility of Adam for the 
Fall and moved from it to a strong argument for women's equality: 

You came not in the world without our paine, 

Make that a barre against your crueltie; 

Your fault being greater, why should you disdaine 
Our being equals, free from tyranny? 

If one weake woman simply did offend, 

That sinne of yours, hath no excuse, nor end. 48 
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In a forceful and original passage she offered a gendered reading 
of Christ's passion: 

First went the Crier with open mouth proclayming 
The heavy sentence of Iniquitie, 
the Hangman next, by his base office clayming 
His right in Hell, where sinners never die, 

Carrying the nayles, the people still blaspheming 
their maker, using all impiety: 

The Thieves attending him on either side. 

The Serjeants watching, while the women cri'd. 49 

Lanyer's volume also contains a pastoral elegy in which she de¬ 
scribed a country estate inhabited only by women, Margaret Clif¬ 
ford, Countess of Cumberland, her young daughter Anne and Ae- 
milia herself, who in the end are forced to separate. The idyllic 
description, following upon the strongly feminist re-writing of the 
story of the Fall and Christ's passion, represents a feminist re-visioning 
of the story of Eden and of the other major core texts of Christian¬ 
ity. 

The next major theological discussion of the position of women 
comes from the pen of the Dutch scholar Anna Maria von Schurman 
(1607-78). She was perhaps the most celebrated learned woman of 
the 17th century and was in correspondence with a number of other 
women intellectuals in different countries. Born in Cologne to Re¬ 
formed parents, Schurman lived most of her life in Utrecht. Her 
early artistic talents were matched by her precocious achievements. 
Her proficiency in arithmetic, geography, astronomy and music was 
matched by her writing and speaking knowledge of all the major 
European languages as well as of Latin, Greek, Hebrew, Syrian, 
Chaldean and Arabic. Her father encouraged her education and urged 
her not to marry so as not to waste her talent. Her major work, 
which was widely distributed and acclaimed, was an essay written in 
Latin, "Whether the Study of Letters is fitting to a Christian Woman," 
published in 1638. Schurman answered in the affirmative but wanted 
to restrict such study to single, well-to-do women so that it would 
not interfere with their domestic responsibilities. Yet the underpin¬ 
ning of her mildly feminist argument for female education was a 
strong religious argument for the equality of all souls before God. 
"Whatever leads to true greatness of soul is fitting to a Christian 
woman. . . . Whatever perfects and adorns human understanding 
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is fitting to Christian woman. . . . Whatever fills the human mind 
with uncommon and honest delight is fitting to a Christian woman." 50 
Schurman's theology did not allow for distinctions of sex in regard 
to the human mind or soul. She wanted women educated for the 
glory of God and the salvation of their souls, just like men. 

When owing to her mother's death Schurman had to give up her 
contemplative life and take on the usual domestic duties of women, 
she sought for other modes of expression and found them in the 
teachings of Jean de Labadie. She joined a Pietist community and, 
seemingly, disavowed her earlier preoccupation with study and learning 
because she no longer believed they led to "true knowledge" and 
perfection. Rather, she became an active sectarian and recognized 
leader of her community. She is credited with having developed the 
form and structure of the Pietist "house church" which gave women 
unusual opportunities for religious leadership. According to at least 
one historian, she moved from isolated scholarship to a communal 
life which combined practical knowledge and spiritual growth. 51 

The Pietist movement produced a remarkable group of women 
lay preachers and prophets whose sermons in the marketplaces of 
small German and Dutch towns drew large crowds and whose spiri¬ 
tual autobiographies testified to women's religious leadership. As we 
have earlier discussed, Anna Vetter preached her vision of women's 
essential role in the second coming of Christ; Johanna Eleonora Pe¬ 
tersen was a recognized leader of the sect and a correspondent with 
Anna von Schurman and William Penn. Her spiritual autobiogra¬ 
phy, published in 1688, helped to promote the ideas of her sect and 
to provide a model of religious leadership for women. 52 Another Pie¬ 
tist preacher and religious writer was Antoinette Bourignon (1606— 
80), whose tracts were widely read and who lectured and preached 
in Holland and North Germany. She derived her authority for this 
public role from "the light of God." Her interpretation of the Cre¬ 
ation story reflects the mystical theology of Jacob Bohme, who taught 
that Adam was an androgyne before the Fall and that the punish¬ 
ment for the Fall was the division of humankind into two sexes. 
Antoinette Bourignon commented as follows: 

After Adam turned away from God he lost his glorious body, then God 
fashioned woman out of him. . . . Before the fall there was neither 
male or female divided but both natures were one m Adam. He created 
both natures in His image, namely, man and woman together. 53 
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We have earlier discussed the important role played by women 
in the Quaker sects and the major theological work by Margaret Fell, 
Women's Speaking Justified , Proved and Allowed by the Scrip¬ 
tures . . . , published in 1666. Here we need only note the signifi¬ 
cance of Fell's systematic survey of all biblical texts applicable to 
women and of her feminist reading of them. While her work is far 
more extensive than that of her predecessors, she does not, on the 
whole, offer any novel interpretation in advance of that offered by 
Rachel Speght, who comes closest to her in attempting a thorough 
textual review of the biblical references to women. But Fell goes 
farther than had her predecessors, including George Fox, in her cri¬ 
tique of the Pauline texts. Like Luther, Calvin and Milton before 
her, she charged these texts had been misinterpreted. Like Rachel 
Speght before her, she chose to read Paul's injunction that women 
keep silent in the churches in its historical context, saying that it 
was Paul's intent that both men and women who were out of order 
should remain silent. She argued that Pauline doctrine had been 
misinterpreted, and she explicated Paul's dictum "for it is a shame 
for women to speak in the church" by seeing it in its historical con¬ 
text. The Apostle intended only to eliminate confusion in the meet¬ 
ings by keeping confused members of the congregation from speak¬ 
ing. Fell asserted that all who had received the Spirit of God were 
released from silence and must speak out to bring about the true 
redemption of sinners. 

Further, Paul's prohibition was to be seen as local, not universal. 
The argument was not new and it was to be recurrently made by 
women for the next three centuries. Her argument that Pauline doc¬ 
trine has no validity for the large numbers of widows and unmarried 
women, even if one were to take it literally, as she does not, is 
original and bespeaks the social needs of ever-increasing numbers of 
self-supporting urban women of her day. Margaret Fell, like earlier 
mystics, counterposed revelation and the inner light to the rules and 
dictates of scholars and priests. "God made no difference, but gave 
his good spirit, as it pleased him both to Man and Woman, as Deb¬ 
orah , Huldah and Sarah .” 54 Her work was influential among Quaker 
women both in England and the United States. 

In the work of Mary Astell (1666-1731), the theme of women's 
authorization to prophesy received a much more logical and rational 
explanation than it had been given by Fell. 55 
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Where shall we find a nobler Piece of Poetry than Deborah's Song? Or 
a better and greater Ruler than that renowned Woman, whose Govern¬ 
ment so much excelled that of the former Judges? And though she had 
a Husband, she herself judged Israel, and consequently was his Sover¬ 
eign, of whom we know no more than the Name. Which Instance, as I 
humbly suppose, overthrows the Pretence of Natural Inferiority. For it 
is not the bare Relation of a Fact, by which none ought to be concluded, 
unless it is conformable to a Rule, and to the Reason of Things: But 
Deborah's Government was conferr'd on her by GOD Himself. Conse¬ 
quently the Sovereignty of a Woman is not contrary to the Law of 
Nature; for the Law of Nature is the Law of GOD, who cannot contra¬ 
dict himself; and yet it was GOD who inspir'd and approv'd that great 
Woman, raising her up to Judge and to Deliver His People Israel. 56 

Astell went further than her predecessors in questioning the author¬ 
ity of the patriarchal interpreters of Scripture: 

Scripture is not always on their Side who make Parade of it, and through 
their Skill in Languages, and the Tricks of the Schools, wrest it from its 
genuine Sense to their own Inventions. . . . Because Women, without 
their own Fault, are kept in Ignorance of the Original, wanting Lan¬ 
guages and other Helps to Criticise on the Sacred Text, of which, they 
know no more, than Men are pleas'd to impart in their Translations. 57 

The argument that women, because of educational deprivation, 
have been denied their right to interpret is here, to my knowledge, 
raised for the first time by a woman. It is an argument which would 
frequently be raised by latter-day feminists. For example, at the end 
of the 18th century, the American writer Judith Sargent Murray in 
her essay “On the Equality of the Sexes" (1790) based her defense 
of Eve in the story of the Fall on an alternate translation of the word 
“serpent": 

It is true some ignoramuses have, absurdly enough informed us, that 
the beauteous fair of paradise, was seduced from her obedience, by a 
malignant demon, in the guise of a baleful serpent ; but we, who are 
better informed, know that the fallen spirit presented himself to her 
view, a shining angel still; for thus, saith the criticks in the Hebrew 
tongue, ought the word to be rendered. Let us examine her motive. 
... It doth not appear that she was governed by any one sensual ap¬ 
petite; but merely by a desire of adorning her mind; a laudable ambi¬ 
tion fired her soul, and a thirst for knowledge impelled the predilection 
so fatal in its consequences. Adam could not plead the same deception; 
assuredly he was not deceived; nor ought we to admire his superior 
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strength, or wonder at his sagacity, when we so often confess that ex¬ 
ample is much more influential than precept. . . . 58 

In the 19th century the "faulty translation" argument re¬ 
appeared in the writings of Sarah Grimke. It is also reflected in the 
unrewarded effort of Julia Smith (1792-1878), a New England abo¬ 
litionist and woman's rights advocate, who repeated the work of 
Erasmus in translating the Bible five times "twice from the Greek, 
twice from the Hebrew and once from the Latin—the Vulgate" in 
order to arrive at a more authentic text. She accomplished this feat 
in seven years with the help of her four sisters and published her 
translation at the age of eighty-four. That her purpose was revision¬ 
ist is clear from her introduction: "[We] were desirous to learn the 
exact meaning of every Greek and Hebrew word, from which King 
James' forty-seven translators had taken their version of the Bible. 
. . . It was the literal meaning we were seeking." 59 None of these 
latter-day authors would refer to Astell's earlier argument or indi¬ 
cate any knowledge of it. 

Historically, we find individual women reinterpreting the biblical 
core texts for themselves, each woman reasoning out, as best as she 
could, alternative interpretations to the patriarchal interpretations she 
had been taught. Their criticism followed predictable patterns: they 
juxtaposed contradictory statements from the biblical texts (such as 
the two versions of Genesis); they used texts from other parts of 
the Bible to interpret the core texts differently (such as the Song of 
Deborah to contradict St. Paul); they cited different patristic author¬ 
ities over the dominant ones. Some women freely reinterpreted, us¬ 
ing only their own insight as authority; others selected from various 
male authorities whatever they could use to construct their argu¬ 
ments. Beginning in the 17th century, these internal criticisms were 
complemented by external criticism—doubts as to the accuracy of 
the translations of certain words and phrases; doubts as to the intent 
of the translators and doubts as to the authenticity of certain sources, 
such as some of the letters of St. Paul. As arguments from revela¬ 
tion, mystical experience and personal insights were replaced by ar¬ 
guments based on logic and reason, feminist Bible criticism became 
more systematic. Beginning with Rachel Speght in the 17th century, 
more critics insisted that interpretation of the core scenes must take 
the whole biblical text into account. Thus we find passages in which 
women are praised, given prominence or authority, cited to illumi¬ 
nate passages which seemingly reinforce patriarchal interpretations. 
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Historical criticism began to appear in the late 17th century, namely, 
that certain statements must be seen as being applicable only to the 
time and place in which they were made, but should no longer be 
considered applicable to the present. Not surprisingly, these argu¬ 
ments were mostly used against the dicta of St. Paul. 

In the early 19th century, feminist Bible criticism became more 
widespread and more thorough than ever before. Much of it went 
over old ground and repeated arguments made earlier by other women. 
I will pass over these and discuss only what I regard as new trends 
in the United States which are significant not so much for their nov¬ 
elty as for their impact on the minds of the generation of women 
who would organize the first woman's rights movement in 1848. 
Many of these women came from radical Quaker sects and had for 
decades before the start of the new movement been engaged in a 
redefinition of their religious mission and in discussion of woman's 
place in church and state. 60 

The first American woman who attempted to write a reinterpre¬ 
tation of the biblical text on the scale of Margaret Fell's work was a 
converted Quaker, Sarah Moore Grimke. Her Letters on the Equal¬ 
ity of the Sexes (1838), written ten years before the Seneca Falls 
convention of 1848 and seven years before Margaret Fuller's more 
celebrated and widely read book, was the most radical feminist work 
of her time. The first major feminist book by an American, it was 
little known in her own day and entirely neglected for over a hundred 
years. 61 

Sarah Grimke (1792-1873) was the daughter of a leading planter 
and slaveholder in South Carolina. She had early rebelled against 
slavery and the subordinate position of women. She left the South 
permanently after the death of her father and influenced her younger 
sister Angelina (1805-79) to join her in Philadelphia. Strongly reli¬ 
gious, Sarah Grimke moved from one denomination to another in 
search of a religion which allowed her feminism and anti-racism ad¬ 
equate expression. Reared as an Episcopalian, she became a Meth¬ 
odist, then a Quaker, but affiliated, more by accident than by choice, 
with the most conservative branch of Quakers in Philadelphia. Dis¬ 
enchanted with them and rejected by them, she was influenced by 
the Unitarianism of William Ellery Channing and finally, late in her 
life, embraced Spiritualism. Disappointed with Quaker orthodoxy, 
Sarah Grimke agreed to accompany her sister Angelina on a lecture 
tour of New England in behalf of the American Antislavery Society. 
During this tour, the sisters were severely attacked both in words 
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and with physical threats for daring to speak in public on the highly 
controversial subject of abolition. It was something respectable women 
were not supposed to do. Letters on the Equality of the Sexes was 
written in response to these attacks and immediately published in 
serial fashion in the abolitionist paper The Liberator. Thus, this first 
full-fledged feminist argument came out of direct practical experi¬ 
ence and action in the female antislavery movement, which explains 
its radical feminist tone. 62 

Still, Sarah Grimke, as did all the earlier critics we have dis¬ 
cussed, wrote from within an orthodox Christian framework. She 
considered the biblical text sacred, but tainted by human frailty and 
error. Her stance was that of a sectarian of the radical left-wing of 
the Reformation in her insistence on her right to judge the meanings 
of the biblical text for herself. She wrote: 

My mind is entirely delivered from the superstitious reverence which is 
attached to the English version of the Bible. King James' translators 
certainly were not inspired. I therefore claim the original as my stan¬ 
dard, believing that to have been inspired, and I also claim to judge for 
myself what is the meaning of the inspired writers . 63 

She reinforced this stance by ending the first letter, in which she 
discussed the story of Creation and of the Fall, with the phrase "Here 
I plant myself. God created us equal." This phrase, echoing Luther's 
statement before the Diet of Worms in 1521, asserts more forcefully 
than her stated arguments her claim to equality with the founder of 
Protestantism, with the critic of established church doctrine. 64 

Sarah Grimke, like prior commentators, stressed the early ver¬ 
sion of Genesis as decisive. She argued that Creation was filled with 
animals who could have been companions to Adam but that God 
wanted "to give him a companion, in all respects his equal; one who 
was like himself a free agent, gifted with intellect and endowed with 
immortality." 65 She interpreted the Fall as showing Adam and Eve 
equally guilty, an interpretation we have previously encountered on 
the part of a number of writers. But Sarah Grimke's interpretation 
of God's curse on Eve—"Thou wilt be subject unto thy husband, 
and he will rule over thee"—was innovative. She argued that the 
curse is 

simple prophecy. The Hebrew, like the French language, uses the same 
word to express shall and will. Our translators having been accustomed 
to exercise lordship over their wives and seeing only through the me¬ 
dium of a perverted judgement . . . translated it shall instead of will, 
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and thus converted a prediction to Eve into a command to Adam; for 
observe it, it is addressed to the woman and not to the man . 66 

The "prophecy" interpretation of this section had been earlier 
made by Mary Astell, but there is no evidence Grimke knew of it. 
Her effort to base her interpretation on linguistic grounds is original 
with her. More important is her insistence on the bad faith of the 
translators and her feminist effort to historicize their gendered view 
of the text. Sarah Grimke pursued that theme vigorously in succeed¬ 
ing letters. She charged that man had exercised "dominion" over 
women "for nearly six thousand years" and continued: 

I ask no favors for my sex. All I ask our brethren is, that they will take 
their feet from off our necks and permit us to stand upright on that 
ground which God designed us to occupy. . . . All history attests that 
man has subjected woman to his will, used her as a means to promote 
his selfish gratification, to minister to his sensual pleasures, to be in¬ 
strumental in promoting his comfort; but never has he desired to ele¬ 
vate her to that rank she was created to fill. He has done all he could to 
debase and enslave her mind; and now he looks triumphantly on the 
ruin he has wrought, and says, the being thus deeply injured is his 
inferior . 67 

Here Grimke moved far ahead of her predecessors and her contem¬ 
poraries. Men have not only degraded women, but have made them 
mere instruments for their own comfort. They have enslaved wom¬ 
en's minds, deprived them of education and finally robbed them of 
the knowledge of their equal humanity. These charges will not ap¬ 
pear anywhere else until the 1850 Woman's Rights Convention held 
in Ohio and even there they appear in isolation, not as part of a 
feminist world view which dares to challenge patriarchal thought. 68 

Sarah Grimke proceeded to build her challenge to patriarchy by 
critically surveying various aspects of women's conditions at differ¬ 
ent times and in different places. She gave a cursory overview of 
women's status in Asia and Africa and in various historical periods 
ranging from Ancient Mesopotamia to Antiquity, through European 
history to the American present. She attacked discrimination against 
women in education, law, economic opportunities and within the 
family. Her exposure of the sexual exploitation of women in mar¬ 
riage was particularly advanced for her time. She argued for wom¬ 
en's equal access to the ministry and outlined in detail all the biblical 
passages authorizing women as teachers and prophets. Her analysis 
of St. Paul was historical and critical, and she pointed out every 
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contradiction in the biblical account. She asked, if women are not 
allowed to preach or teach, why then are many young women now 
employed as Sunday school teachers, ostensibly breaking the Pauline 
injunction and yet "warned not to overstep the bounds set for us by 
our brethren in another? Simply . . . because in the one case we 
subserve their views and their interests , and act in subordination to 
them; whilst in the other, we come in contact with their interests, 
and claim to be on an equality with them in . . . the ministry of 
the word." 69 In an earlier passage she had summarized the most 
advanced part of her analysis, which would be "reinvented" many 
times over by future generations of feminists: 

I mention [this] . . . only to prove that intellect is not sexed; that 
strength of mind is not sexed; and that our views about the duties of 
men and the duties of women, the sphere of man and the sphere of 
woman, are mere arbitrary opinions, differing in different ages and 
countries, and dependant solely on the will and judgement of erring 
mortals . 70 

Here, Sarah Grimke, reasoning by way of a close reading of the 
scriptural text and relying only on her own judgment and interpre¬ 
tations, defined the difference between sex and gender and stated, in 
terms which would not be as clearly stated again until late in the 
20th century: gender is a culturally variable, arbitrary definition of 
behavior appropriate to each of the sexes. Feminist Bible criticism 
had reached the point where it led directly to a feminist world-view. 

It remained for feminist criticism to step entirely outside of the 
bounds of the Christian world-view and to become skeptical, ra¬ 
tional, even agnostic. This occurred in the work of Matilda Joslyn 
Gage and Elizabeth Cady Stanton. Both women, late in their lives, 
came to a position of skepticism toward all religions and a vague 
Deism, which found expression in their radical feminist analysis. In 
a sharp break with all the women we have discussed in this chapter, 
they no longer accepted the sacred origin of the Bible or the author¬ 
ity of the churches. They saw religion itself as the oppressor of women 
and rejected the biblical text as having no authority whatsoever over 
women's lives and morality. 

Matilda Gage, speaking during a Free Thought convention held 
at Watkins, New York, in 1878, stated that "the Bible and the or¬ 
thodox church were the two greatest obstacles in the way of wom¬ 
en's advancement." 71 Her sentiments were echoed and approved by 
Elizabeth Cady Stanton, who recognized that this viewpoint would 



164 • The Creation of Feminist Consciousness 

alienate her from the Woman's Rights movement to which she had 
devoted most of her life. Stanton wrote: 

The suffrage movement languishes today because the new-comers and 
many of the old ones are afraid to take an advanced step. We are just 
in the position of the churches, dead. . . .Iam sick of all organizations 
and will not pledge myself to do one thing, except to join [the newly 
formed free thought organization, Women's National Liberal Union] 
and speak. . . . Once out of my present post in the suffrage movement 
I am a free lance to do and say what I choose and shock people as much 
as I please . 72 

The Women's National Liberal Union summarized its position in 
the following resolution: 

That the Christian church of whatever name, is based on the theory 
that woman was created secondary and inferior to man and brought sin 
into the world, thus necessitating the sacrifice of the Saviour. That 
Christianity is false and its foundation a myth which every discovery in 
science shows to be as baseless as its former belief that the earth was 
flat . 73 

Matilda Gage and Elizabeth Cady Stanton, in 1895, published their 
major effort at Bible criticism from a radical feminist point of view, 
The Woman's Bible. 74 As Stanton had expected, the Woman's Rights 
movement disavowed their book. The fact that Stanton continued 
for another few years in her leadership role in the National Ameri¬ 
can Woman's Suffrage Association (NAWSA) was due only to Su¬ 
san B. Anthony's staunch defense of her and to the respect due her 
as a pioneer of the movement. In fact, her anti-Church and anti- 
Bible position made her unacceptable to the movement. Interest¬ 
ingly, Anna Howard Shaw, a much more conservative woman's rights 
leader than Stanton and a Protestant minister, echoed her attack on 
interpreting the Bible as literal truth. 

The Woman's Bible is a work written by committee, making no 
claim to serious scholarship, yet attempting to summarize then-known 
Bible criticism. It is arranged as a glossary on various biblical selec¬ 
tions pertaining to women, written in an irreverent tone and en¬ 
couraging the reader to think in a common-sense way about the 
passages she has been told are sacred. Its very irreverence is what 
distinguishes it from previous efforts of this kind. Thus, in discuss¬ 
ing the story of the Fall, the authors comment that it is doubtful 
that the snake could stand upright or talk, that it is unlikely that an 
apple could grow in "the latitude" of paradise and that, at any rate, 
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the Darwinian findings on evolution cast doubt on the biblical story. 
Yet, with admirable inconsistency, they accept those sections of the 
text which testify to the dignity of women as gospel truth. They 
regard Genesis 1:26 as the "first" and true account of Creation and 
comment that "it dignifies woman as an important factor in the cre¬ 
ation, equal in power and glory with man. The second [account] 
makes her a mere afterthought." Why then two accounts? To the 
authors "it is evident that some wily writer . . . felt it important 
for the dignity and dominion of man to effect woman's subordina¬ 
tion in some way. . . . The second version [of Genesis]," they con¬ 
clude, "is a mere allegory." 

In view of their intention to summarize feminist Bible criticism, 
the absence of any references to the prior work of women is partic¬ 
ularly telling. Stanton as a young bride had visited the then middle- 
aged Grimke sisters on their farm in New Jersey. She and both sis¬ 
ters had attended woman's rights meetings together and Stanton was 
well acquainted with Angelina Grimke's writings. Although there is 
no direct proof available, it is hard to imagine that she had not at 
some time read Sarah Grimke's Letters on the Equality of the Sexes. 
And yet, this important earlier work left no seeming imprint on 
Stanton's work of Bible criticism. On the contrary, she and her col¬ 
laborators stressed repeatedly the uniqueness of their enterprise. 
Possibly this was due to their very real alienation from religious 
thought and their rejection of all feminist Bible criticism which came 
from within the Christian frame of reference. More likely, it reflects 
the pattern of the invisibility of prior women's work to the women 
successors. 

Sarah Grimke, in the opening paragraph of her pioneering work 
wrote: "In attempting to . . . give my views on the Province of 
Woman, I feel that I am venturing on nearly untrodden ground." 75 
Nearly untrodden ground, after more than a thousand years of 
women's Bible criticism. ... As one looks back at this unknown, 
monumental effort one is struck above all by the repetitiveness of 
the process. Over and over again, individual women criticized and 
re-interpreted the core biblical texts not knowing that other women 
before them had already done so. In fact, present-day feminist Bible 
criticism is going over the same territory and using the very same 
arguments used for centuries by other women engaged in the same 
endeavor. Just as Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Matilda Joslyn Gage 
undertook the monumental task of writing The Woman's Bible in 
total ignorance of the similar work done by generations of predeces- 
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sors, so do some current feminist critics consider them their earliest 
antecedents, when in fact the tradition of feminist Bible criticism 
goes back to the 3rd century A.D. 

This is no trivial point. I believe it marks the very essence of the 
different relationship men arid women have to historical process. Isaac 
Newton, in his famous aphorism—which actually originated with 
Bernard of Chartres—"If I have seen further, it is by standing on 
the shoulders of giants," expressed the mode by which the thought 
of men was shaped into the major concepts of Western civilization. 
Men created written history and benefited from the transmittal of 
knowledge from one generation to the other, so that each great thinker 
could stand "on the shoulders of giants," thereby advancing thought 
over that of previous generations with maximum efficiency. 76 Women 
were denied knowledge of their history, and thus each woman had 
to argue as though no woman before her had ever thought or writ¬ 
ten. Women had to use their energy to reinvent the wheel, over and 
over again, generation after generation. Men argued with the giants 
that preceded them; women argued against the oppressive weight of 
millennia of patriarchal thought, which denied them authority, even 
humanity, and when they had to argue they argued with the "great 
men" of the past, deprived of the empowerment, strength and 
knowledge women of the past could have offered them. Since they 
could not ground their argument in the work of women before them, 
thinking women of each generation had to waste their time, energy 
and talent on constructing their argument anew. Yet, they never 
abandoned the effort. Generation after generation, in the face of re¬ 
current discontinuities, women thought their way around and out 
from under patriarchal thought. 



EIGHT/-- 

Authorization Through 
Creativity 


For many centuries women asserted their right to expression, their 
right to creativity, despite all constraints which thwarted and denied 
their talents. Female writers variously adapted to gender constraints, 
circumvented them or openly attacked them. Most of them found it 
quite impossible to ignore them. Yet there were women whose self¬ 
authorization was based solely on their confidence in their own crea¬ 
tivity and who empowered themselves as writers and thinkers. Such 
women recognized that they had talent which enabled them to write 
and with their writings affect others. Acceptance of that talent as a 
gift of an almost mysterious nature enabled such women to disre¬ 
gard patriarchal constraints, gender-defined roles and the constant 
barrage of discouragement every intellectually active woman faced. 
The inner assurance and serenity that come with form-giving al¬ 
lowed such women to make their own place in the world and to 
stand by their talent, often in isolation, in loneliness and under the 
derision of contemporaries. And not a few of these women also ad¬ 
vanced in their creative work toward feminist consciousness and its 
public expression. It is these women who concern us in this chapter. 

Modern literary criticism has been much concerned with a debate 
on whether there is a separate literature of women and whether its 
existence, in case that can be shown, has a feminist or anti-feminist 
meaning. Is there a difference between a male and a female poet 
that can be discerned out of their poetry? The question is unanswer¬ 
able, because different women have made vastly different choices. 


• 167 • 
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Poets wishing to describe their female experience are quite explicit 
in their self-identification; they could not and did not wish to write 
about the male experience nor did they claim to be speaking of some 
universal female experience. They simply spoke out of their own 
lives. Others, disguising their feminine lives and not wishing to be 
judged by a lesser standard than men, adopted male pseudonyms or 
identities and wrote on presumably gender-free subjects. One can 
argue that the fact they did so proves more firmly than anything 
else the existence of a female voice and its denigration in the cultural 
world of the patriarchy. If the female voice were no different than 
the male or as acknowledged and honored as the male, there would 
be no need to abandon, deny or disguise it. 

The mind of man or woman is located in a sexed body and that, 
I assume, would have to make some difference in its expression. The 
difference might be slight or unimportant, no more important let us 
say than the difference between a poet living with a frail body and 
one living with vigorous health, if it were not for the fact that in a 
patriarchal society sex is a significant marker of difference in power, 
rights and freedom. More important still, and for the purposes of 
this book essential to our discussion, is the fact that the male and 
the female poet live in a gendered society, that is, one in which the 
societal definitions of behavior and expectations appropriate to the 
sexes are embedded in every institution of society, in its thought, its 
language, its cultural product. If one surveys the literary product of 
Western civilization—books, poems, drama, biographies and auto¬ 
biographies, philosophy, religion and history—it becomes clear that 
the conditions under which the talent of men or women finds 
expression are and have been essentially different for the sexes. And 
finally, the male or female person of talent lives with a different 
relationship to history and historical process and that, inevitably, has 
to affect the form and mode of his or her thought. From this per¬ 
spective, female voice and female culture can be seen not as attri¬ 
butes of sex, but as products of gendered history. 

Only a few examples need to be given of the genre of women's 
writing of their own experience. They wrote of their own lives, their 
griefs, their disappointments in love, their sorrow at the deaths of 
their children, their enjoyment of friendship, their awe and love of 
God. This is the oldest and mast persistent form in which women's 
voices express themselves. Let us begin with an anonymous poem, 
which can serve as the prototype for many anonymous ballads and 
folksongs, all speaking to the plight of women spurned in love or 
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betrayed by men they loved. The poem "Wife's Lament" is from 
the Exeter Book, an anthology of Anglo-Saxon poems presented to 
Exeter Cathedral by Leofric, Bishop of Exeter, in the 11th century. 
The first stanza reads: 

I sing of myself, a sorrowful woman, 
of my own unhap. All I have felt, 
since I grew up, of ill let me say, 
be it new or old—never more than now: 

I have borne the cross of my cares, always. 

She describes her plight, her husband's absence, the conflict with her 
husband's kin. 

They drove me out to dwell in the woods 
under an oak tree, in that old stone-heap. 

Fallen is this house; I am filled with yearning. 

The dales are dim, the downs are high, 
the bitter yards with briars are grown, 
the seats are sorrowful. I am sick at heart, 
he is so far from me. . . .- 1 

The theme of unrequited or betrayed love recurs through the 
centuries in women's poetry and song. Among the Languedoc 
"troubatrixes," the female troubadours, it sometimes gave rise to 
unusually frank expressions of the sexual power game. The Count¬ 
ess of Dia (b. c.1140), of whom little is known except that she was 
married and in love with another man, expressed herself with aston¬ 
ishing frankness: 

I've lately been in great distress 
over a knight who once was mine, 
and I want it known for all eternity 
how I loved him to excess. 

Now I see I've been betrayed 
because I wouldn't sleep with him; 
night and day my mind won't rest 
to think of the mistake I've made. . . . 

Handsome friend, charming and kind, 
when shall I have you in my power? 

If only I could lie beside you for an hour 
and embrace you lovingly 
know this, that I'd give almost anything 
to have you in my husband's place, 
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but only under the condition 
that you swear to do my bidding . 2 

The end phrase used in the original, "de far tot so qu'ieu volria" 
(to do whatever I wish), is even stronger than the phrase used in the 
translation. This distressed and betrayed lady has not lost her sense 
of self and of her own power. Women of later centuries were not as 
independent in actuality as were the noble women of the 12th cen¬ 
tury, nor were they as self-assertive; unrequited love was described 
by them as a shattering and devastating experience. Thus, the poet 
Louise Labe of Lyon (1525-66), a woman of the artisan classes who 
was married to a ropemaker and kept a cultural salon, wrote with 
great frankness in a series of remarkable poems of her adulterous 
love for a man who abandoned her: 

I live, I die. I bum myself and drown. 

I am extremely hot in suffering cold: 
my life is soft and hardness uncontrolled. 

When I am happy, then I ache and frown. 

Suddenly I am laughing while I cry 
and in my pleasure I endure deep grief: 
my joy remains and slips out like a thief. 

Suddenly I am blooming and turn dry. 

So Love inconstantly leads me in vain 
and when I think my sorrow has no end 
unthinkingly I find I have no pain. 

But when it seems that joy is in my reign 
and an ecstatic hour is mine to spend. 

He comes and I, in ancient grief, descend . 3 

In another of her poems Labe expressed not only her distress but 
anger at her lover's betrayal: 

What good is it to me if long ago 
you eloquently praised my golden hair, 
compared my eyes and beauty to the flare 
of two suns where, you say, love bent the bow, 
sending the darts that needled you with grief? 

Where are your tears that faded into the ground? 

Your death? by which your constant love is bound 
in oaths and honor now beyond belief? 

Your brutal goal was to make me a slave 
beneath the ruse of being served by you. 

Pardon me, friend, and for once hear me through: 

I am outraged with anger and I rave. 
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Yet I am sure, wherever you have gone, 
your martyrdom is hard as my black dawn . 4 

Another theme relating to a common female experience, the grief 
of the widow, is beautifully expressed in one of Christine de Pizan's 
poems: 

I am a widow, robed in black, alone: 
my face is sad and I am plainly dressed. 

Dark is my daily life. I am distressed, 
for bitter mourning dries me to the bone. 

Of course I feel dejected, dead like stone, 
in tears, silenced, in every way depressed. 

I am a widow, robed in black, alone. 

For I have lost the one who makes me own 
the memory of pain with which I am obsessed. 

Gone are the days of joy I once possessed. 

With poison herbs my hard terrain is sewn. 

I am a widow, robed in black, alone . 5 

Poetry such as this comes to us through the centuries, speaking 
clearly and convincingly of the emotional life of women, of their 
endurance, forbearance and courage. In a somewhat different mode 
are works which speak of women's daily experiences in a tone that 
seemingly accepts male gender definitions and yet defies them or 
subtly subverts them. 

Anne Bradstreet (1612 ?—1672), an Englishwoman who with her 
family arrived in Massachusetts in 1630 and combined a traditional 
life of Puritan domesticity with the inner life of a poet, the first 
American poet in fact, offers a good example of adaptation to gender 
constraints. She wrote: 

To sing of Wars, of Captaines, and of Kings, 

Of Cities founded, Common-wealths begun, 

For my mean Pen, are too superior things. 

And, how they all, or each, their dates have run: 

Let Poets, and Historians, set these forth, 

My obscure Verse, shal not so dim their worth. 

I am obnoxious to each carping tongue 
Who sayes my hand a needle better fits, 

A Poet's Pen all scorn I should thus wrong; 

For such despight they cast on female wits: 
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If what I doe prove well, it wo'nt advance, 

They'l say it's stolne, or else, it was by chance. 

Let Greeks be Greeks, and Women what they are. 

Men have precendency, and still excel, 

It is but vaine unjustly to wage war; 

Men can doe best, and Women know it well; 

Preheminence in each and’all is yours, 

Yet grant some small acknowledgement of ours . 6 

Bradstreet's sweet-tempered moderation can be read as ironic or 
conformist, but the significant fact is that she persisted all her life in 
working and publishing as a poet. At what cost to herself and her 
art can only be surmised. As Adrienne Rich observed: 'To have 
written poems, the first good poems in America, while rearing eight 
children, lying frequently sick, keeping house at the edge of wilder¬ 
ness, was to have managed a poet's range and extension within con¬ 
fines as severe as any American poet has confronted." 7 

Anne Bradstreet ignored the "carping tongues" and assured her¬ 
self and the world that she was writing mostly to her children and 
to praise God. Yet, in every generation, everywhere women were 
struggling for intellectual expression, some "carping tongue" re¬ 
minded them of their female limitation, their female duty. Over and 
over again, we find women directed toward the loom, the shuttle, 
the distaff, the embroidery frame rather than the pen. Many of them 
heeded these calls: the artful textiles, the glorious quilts, the richly 
varied embroideries, the fancywork that decorated churches and homes, 
all testify to the flourishing creativity of women. And, as Alice Walker 
reminded us, the creation of gardens was, for many women, a form 
of art. 8 But the contested ground for men was that of literary crea¬ 
tion, of definition. It was here they asserted their so-called preroga¬ 
tives, claimed superiority of training and intellect, defined exclusion¬ 
ary standards, and used every form of psychological pressure possible 
to discourage women from claiming any of that terrain. Against such 
pressure only the strongest in character and motivation could hold 
their ground. As we have seen, those inspired by divine inspiration 
were amazingly steadfast. To cite just one example, the Mexican 
nun Sor Juana de la Cruz (see Chapter Two), when chastised by her 
confessor for her presumption in writing verse, replied that she could 
not help it and could not control her ability to do so; it came natu¬ 
rally to her and therefore must be a gift from God. From this she 
reasoned that she was entitled to write verse. 
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Women who were not that strongly motivated by religion never¬ 
theless affirmed their talent. The recognition of such inborn talent 
and the ability to connect with readers through her writing had a 
powerful effect on the writer. A woman trained to be of service to 
others and to express her identity only through such service, would 
suddenly express quite different sentiments. She acknowledged that 
she wished to be remembered for her own work, her own writings. 
She wanted to have her authorship confirmed, her identity secured 
and her memory preserved. In short, she aspired to immortality. 
This desire and its expression runs totally counter to the studied 
avoidance of public attention to which women were indoctrinated. 
Thus, Marie de France (12th century), one of the medieval women 
best known in her own day, was quite precise in defining her au¬ 
thorship. She said: 

I'll give my name, for memory: 

I am from France, my name's Marie . 9 

In her book of Lais she identifies herself as “Marie, who in her time 
should not be forgotten." 10 

Fully five centuries later, Margaret Cavendish, Duchess of New¬ 
castle (1623-74), ended her brief autobiography with an explanation 
for her unusual endeavor. She had intended this piece 

to tell the truth, lest after ages should mistake, in not knowing I was 
daughter to one Master Lucas of St. Johns, near Colchester, in Essex, 
second wife to the Lord Marquis of Newcastle; for my Lord having had 
two wives, I might easily have been mistaken, especially if I should die 
and my Lord marry again . 11 

Her self-definition as daughter and wife probably expresses the con¬ 
sciousness of women of her day quite accurately, but her fear of 
being mistaken for a preceding or succeeding wife of her "Lord" is 
remarkable. No matter how she tried to hide the consciousness of 
her autonomous personality, the hubris of one writing her life could 
not be fully repressed. It surfaced in another section of the same 
work when she expressed the hope that "my readers will not think 
me vain for writing my life, since there have been many that have 
done the like, as Caesar, Ovid, and many more, both men and women, 
and I know no reason I may not do so it as well as they." 12 Her 
self-confident assumption that she is a writer on a par with Caesar 
and Ovid soon falters. A few sentences later she defends herself against 
"the censuring readers" who will scornfully ask, "why hath this 
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Lady writ her own life" and answers: "It is true that 'tis no purpose 
to the readers, but it is to the authoress, because I write for my own 
sake, not theirs." Elsewhere in the autobiography she admits to being 
ambitious "to raise me to Fame's tower, which is to live by remem¬ 
brance in afterages." 13 

The autobiography abounds in qualifications, explanations and 
apologies for such unseemly ambition, yet the Duchess's confession 
has the ring of truth. By her own words, then, the Duchess admits 
to writing from two motivations: in order to be remembered and for 
her own sake. The latter marks an important advance in feminist 
consciousness. 

The Duchess of Newcastle was one among a number of women 
poets and writers who flourished in 17th-century England. Some 
based their work on their own experience and movingly drew on it 
for a more universal appeal. Aphra Behn (1640-89) was the first 
woman writing in English to earn her living by writing; the first 
woman to succeed as a dramatist (she wrote 14 plays) and the first 
one to challenge convention and tradition by frankly describing 
women's pleasure in sexual activities in her poems. In several of 
these poems the object of desire is a woman; Behn treats the subject 
without coyness or explanation. Late in her life, she published a 
series of prose-fiction works which pioneered the development of the 
novel. She withstood slander, ridicule and slights on her reputation 
and continued to write as a professional. Her life and struggles made 
possible the development of additional talented women as serious 
artists and professionals. 

The 17th century also saw a proliferation of women poets emerge 
to brief notoriety and even fame in the perman domain. This was 
due to the spread of female education and to the fact that the Ref¬ 
ormation encouraged religious poetry and tracts as an outlet for fe¬ 
male creativity. We have already mentioned the work of Anna Hoy- 
ers and of the poet Margaretha Suzanna von Kuntsch (Chapter Six). 
Although the newly popular literary societies generally excluded 
women, there were a few exceptions which offered a semi-public 
forum for creative women. The " Palmorden " in 1617 admitted the 
wife of its president to membership. Another such society, the "Peg- 
nesische Blumenorden" in Nurnberg had nineteen female members. 
Yet even this limited opportunity for women writers led to vicious 
satirical attacks on women "scribblers." A young and talented poet, 
Sibylla Schwarz (1621-38), defended herself and other women against 
these attacks. In a poem entitled "Song Against Envy" she addressed 
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those who attacked women writers, suggesting that if they were up¬ 
set by female writing, they should stop reading. She argued that the 
seat of the Muses was as accessible to female as to male writers and 
cited a list of female poets from Sappho to Anna Maria von Schur- 
man to bolster her claim. She ended: "Give up your slander and 
your envy. I know I can exist quite well without you, and dedicate 
myself to poetry ... I will not let you suppress me. ... I will 
trust the God who gave me my gifts and for whom I write and I tell 
you, he who trusts in God in all matters will conquer world, envy 
and death." 14 While her verse survived in posthumous publication, 
she died in her teens. 

Despite Sibylla Schwarz's defiant rebuttal, women continued to 
be attacked for the act of writing. Nearly a hundred years after her 
death another female German poet was both honored publicly and 
savagely attacked. Christiana Mariana von Ziegler (1695-1760), twice 
widowed and having lost both her children, ran a literary salon in 
Leipzig, published a book of poetry, gave public lectures in defense 
of women's education. She wrote the text of nine cantatas which 
Johann Sebastian Bach put to music. Ziegler was the first woman 
member ever admitted to the "German Society." She was also crowned 
as a poet by the University of Leipzig in 1733. Yet she was attacked 
in a number of satirical poems and mocked for her presumption. In 
a poem "The Female Poet and the Muses" she expressed her anxiety 
and defeat. She described how her inner urgings made her aspire to 
reach Olympus because she knew that there the Muses, women like 
herself, sang (worked as poets). But when she reached the sacred 
mountain the Muses barred her entrance, fearing that Apollo might 
prefer her to them. 15 Here, the despair over thwarted ambition is 
turned into female self-hatred: this poet was not barred by hostile 
men (as she was in reality) but by jealous females. 

Yet, Sidonia Hedwig Zaunemann (1717-40) was so much influ¬ 
enced by Ziegler's fame that she embarked on a career as a writer. 
"Her example heated up my blood," she wrote. She ignored the 
usual "feminine" themes; instead she traveled widely by horse, often 
in man's clothing and without chaperone and wrote of what she ob¬ 
served. One of her feats was to go underground in a mine and de¬ 
scribe her impressions in a poem. In 1738 she was crowned "Impe¬ 
rial Poetess" by the University of Gottingen and after receiving this 
honor she published her first volume of poems. Still, her success 
exacted the usual price—in a long poem entitled "Virgin's Bliss" she 
extolled the virtues of convent life. Virgins could live there in peace 
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and quiet, away from malicious goss 1 , while wives had to live in 
constant fear that a husband's kind w< rds would only too soon turn 
to anger and blows. Presumably, Zaunemann explained her decision 
to forgo marriage in this poem, repeating a strategy for the avoid¬ 
ance of traditional gender-roles used by women for many centuries. 
Two years after the publication of her book, she died in an accident 
while traveling. 

The harassment and disapproval of women writers was so com¬ 
monplace an experience that it transcended national and ethnic 
boundaries. It is interesting to compare the experience of an 18th- 
century Jewish poet with those of the 17th-century German women 
we have just discussed. Rachel Morpurgo was that rarest of rarities, 
a female Jewish poet whose work has survived, who forcefully ex¬ 
pressed the frustration at the conditions under which she had to 
work. Rachel Morpurgo (1790-1871) was born in Trieste into a fam¬ 
ily renowned for its learning. She was given an unusually good ed¬ 
ucation for a girl, mastering Hebrew, the Bible, the Talmud and later 
Jewish literature. She refused an arranged marriage and married a 
man of her own choice. Writing in Hebrew, she won some renown 
as a poet. 

Woe is me, my soul says, how bitter is my fate. 

My spirit overweening aspired to be great. 

I hear a voice pronounce: your song deserves high state. 

What peers have you, Rachel, mistress of song? 

My spirit rebukes me: my virtue is held a sin, 

Exile after exile has withered my skin, 

My pungence is gone, my vineyard's cropped thin, 

Fearing disgrace, I can no longer sing. 

To the north I have turned, to south, east and west, 

"Woman's mind is frail," how can this one be best? 

After years if her memory's put to the test, 

Will it surpass a dead dog knowing province or town? 

Wherever you go, you will hear all around: 

The wisdom of woman to the distaff is bound . 16 

During the 18th century there appear a few women from the 
poorer classes who had acquired enough education to express them¬ 
selves in verse and who managed to publish their poems. One of 
these is the Englishwoman Mary Collier (1689/90-after 1759). She 
was born in a poor family in Sussex and acquired her reading through 
her parents. She earned her living as a washer-woman, probably also 
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as a domestic worker and seasonal agricultural laborer. In 1739 she 
responded angrily to a poem, "The Thresher's Labour" (1736), writ¬ 
ten by Stephen Duck who, echoing the prevailing attitudes toward 
women, casually denigrated the worth and effort of women field- 
workers. Mary Collier stated that on reading it she felt a "strong 
propensity to call an Army of Amazons to vindicate the injured Sex." 
She was encouraged by her employers to publish her long poem. In 
it she described the long day of field labor for the women and their 
double day: 


. . . when we home are come. 

We find again our Work but just begun; 

So many Things for our Attendance call, 

Had we ten Hands, we could employ them all. 

Our children put to Bed, with greatest Care 
We all Things for you coming home prepare: 

You sup, and go to Bed without Delay. 

And rest yourselves till the ensuing Day; 

While we, alas! but little Sleep can have, 

Because our froward [!] Children cry and rave; 

Yet, without fail, soon as Day-light does spring, 

We in the Field again our work begin . 17 

The poem continued to describe the unceasing toil of women domes¬ 
tic workers and washer-women in great detail, making the double 
burden of women's work a vividly felt experience. 

Another example of a lower-class woman poet writing about her 
own experience is the German Anna Louisa Karsch (1722-91). Born 
into a poverty-stricken peasant family, she had a childhood of drudgery 
and barren of formal education. Yet she developed an astonishing 
talent for versifying, which she managed to turn into a source of 
livelihood by doing occasional verse for other villagers in exchange 
for food or small coin. Her proficiency enabled her to supplement 
the family income and help support her children in a marriage with 
an improvident, alcoholic husband who abused her and whom she 
divorced after eleven years of marriage. This woman's talents were 
brought to the attention of some local noble ladies, who made a sort 
of household pet of her and brought her and her children into edu¬ 
cated society. Most of Karsch's literary production is quite conven¬ 
tional and devoid of interest. She was forced into the life of the 
"trained poodle" and managed to become self-supporting, even sup¬ 
porting another improvident husband and her seven children and 
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relatives, by selling her poetic ability in the market. A collection of 
her poems appeared under the sponsorship of the poet Gleim, and 
she was introduced to Emperor Frederick II, who praised her abili¬ 
ties. Yet, in her later years she was reduced to begging noble ladies 
for financial help. In several poems she wrote for that purpose she 
offered a realistic description of her economic plight, describing the 
cold, the hunger, and the raggedness of her existence in spare lan¬ 
guage. In this particular poem she deals with her unhappy marriage: 

Oh, blasted holiness of marriage rack! 

I tremble when my mind starts looking back: 

How horrid was the state of being a slave . . . 

Covered with human skin, a hellish knave 
stood lordly over me, without restraint 
shouting his rage against my small complaint. 

Mocking my soft heart, for ten years 
he tore the pages holding my ideas. 

For this man, fallible through drink, 
my life's assassin, could not think. 

His walk, his word, his look were my bitter lot. 

Preserve and shelter me from such a man, oh God . 18 

Poets like Mary Collier and Anna Louisa Karsch add the voice of 
working-class women to the record of women's struggle for self- 
expression. 

Late in the 18th century, writing became a means of earning a 
livelihood for a small number of Englishwomen. The emergence of 
middle-class women as professional writers was a product of many 
causes, all of them connected with modernization. Urbanization 
brought the emergence of daily newspapers and weekly or monthly 
magazines. The spread of education and of increased leisure for middle- 
class women led to the growth of female readership. The patronage 
system for the support of the arts began to give way to commercial¬ 
ism, and women began publishing books for profit. Sarah Fielding, 
Charlotte Smith and Susannah Rowson supported themselves and 
their families by their pens. The essayist Elizabeth Montagu, the 
historian Catharine Macaulay and Mary Wollstonecraft were among 
the women who earned their living by non-fiction writing. 19 In the 
United States, a changed environment for women of talent did not 
develop until the 19th century, when we see the flourishing of women 
fiction writers, biographers and compilers of notable women's bio¬ 
graphies as well as journalists and magazine writers. 
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The women's novels of the 18th century began a genre that came 
to its fullest development in England, France, Germany and in America 
only in the 19th century. It is no accident that most of the great 
female novelists, Jane Austen, the Brontes, George Eliot, George Sand, 
Fanny Lewald, Annette von Droste-Huelshoff, work in that period. 
Elizabeth Barrett Browning expanded the poetic form to give it nov- 
elistic dimensions in her widely read feminist verse-novel Aurora 
Leigh. Margaret Fuller, the African-American writer Frances Ellen 
Watkins Harper, Florence Nightingale and Helen Hunt Jackson are 
several among the many women writing non-fiction works which 
greatly influenced their contemporaries. With them, at last, the cen¬ 
turies-old struggle of women for the right to think and the right to 
define had come to fruition. These writers cast off the shackles of 
gender-definition and used their minds' potential, stretching to far¬ 
ther reaches than women had ever been able to reach. 

We have seen throughout this book that women's autonomy had to 
be hard won before creativity could flourish. The cultural context 
for women's creativity was quite different from that of men. The 
absence of heroines and of Women's History crippled even the most 
talented women or deflected their talents into less ambitious or shorter 
forms: poems rather than drama cycles; letters and journals rather 
than works of philosophy. The social embarrassment connected with 
female authorship and publication created enormous tensions in 
women of talent, whose gifts, to be fully realized, demanded ambi¬ 
tion, long-range goal-setting and a desire for fame. The social defi¬ 
nitions of "femininity" and the unending familial obligations im¬ 
posed on women made concentrated attention to professional writing 
difficult if not impossible for most women. Up until the middle of 
the 19th century it is rare to find a female writer who did not have 
to pay for her intellectual productivity with a distorted and unhappy 
life. Whether women had to forgo their sexual lives in order to have 
leisure and permission to think, imagine and create, whether they 
had to abandon marriage and motherhood in order to be free to 
concentrate on themselves and their intellectual product—they faced 
more obstacles than did their brothers in the pursuit of similar aims. 

Beginning with Aphra Behn, there were also some women who 
defied societal taboos and led liberated or at least unconventional 
lives. They paid a heavy price for whatever happiness they derived 
from their lifestyles, and in a number of cases their work was re¬ 
pressed or denied a reading public because of the scandal they ere- 
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ated. Mary Wollstonecraft is the best known example of this pat¬ 
tern: she was a writer reaching a wide reading public when, after 
her early death in childbirth, her life became a scandal. This was due 
to her husband's decision to publish a memoir of her life and a col¬ 
lection of her letters to her lover which made it apparent that she 
had had an illegitimate child and lived with two men outside of mar¬ 
riage. Thereafter, her life was paraded as an example of debauchery 
and of the linkage between feminism and deviance. This kind of 
attack on her was made all through the 19th century and was still 
being printed in the 1950s. It undoubtedly discouraged other women 
from having access to her work and from taking it seriously. 

Frances Wright, a radical Scotswoman living in the United States 
in the 1820s and 30s, who was a follower of Robert Dale Owen and 
who formed a utopian colony of her own, was slandered in press and 
pulpit and lost most of her influence because of her advocacy of 
sexual freedom and racial intermarriage. Her name became an epi¬ 
thet, actually; to be a "Fanny Wrightist" was to be a deviant. These 
are just two examples of many others that could be cited from dif¬ 
ferent countries. Women's lives and women's work were constantly 
in tension with patriarchal gender definitions. 

The denial to women of equal access to institutions of higher learn¬ 
ing made it difficult for women writers to come into discourse with 
learned men. This may have been an actual advantage for the cre¬ 
ative writers, since it freed them for innovation and creating works 
of the imagination. Most of the early great novelists, male or fe¬ 
male, were not university-educated. But the absence of access to the 
universities deprived women of sheltered spaces for creative work 
and of a community of like-minded people on whom to test out their 
ideas. We will see in succeeding chapters how important the exis¬ 
tence of such sheltered spaces and such communities were for the 
formation of women's consciousness. 

We have seen in our discussion of the intellectual development 
of European women that their struggle for authorization was a nec¬ 
essary prerequisite for their empowerment as writers and thinkers. 
We have seen how some women achieved this by means of divine 
inspiration, mystic revelation or a sense of a special religious calling. 
Others were empowered by their role as mothers and educators of 
the young. Last, the women we discussed in this chapter were led to 
self-authorization by an acceptance of the demands of their talent. 
For women the assertion of their full humanity before God, of their 
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full equality as human beings and of their autonomy as thinkers 
were truly revolutionary expressions. Individual women of talent 
made such statements of self-assertion as early as Hrosvitha of Gan- 
dersheim in the 8th century and, in the face of massive indifference, 
denial and denigration that statement had to be made over and over 
again. The Duchess of Newcastle assuring us that she was writing 
"for her own sake"; Anna Maria von Schurman asserting that women 
should be learned for the sake of learning—here were the roots of 
female cultural autonomy, arising in most unpropitious soil. It is 
fitting to close this chapter with Emily Dickinson, a woman who 
more than any of the creative women who preceded her was, in the 
words of one of her most recent interpreters, "the creator of her 
own discourse." 20 While her extreme mode of triumphing over con¬ 
ditions that threatened to thwart and deflect her talent belongs to an 
earlier time, she opened the path to the future and won the immor¬ 
tality she so boldly claimed by speaking as a free mind, a free soul 
and a woman. In this sense, Dickinson appears as the perfection and 
culmination of centuries of women's struggles for self-definition. 

"I dwell in Possibility," wrote Emily Dickinson. That she was a 
genius is beyond doubt and that her genius was fully understood 
and protected by her is clearly evident both in her work and in her 
life. After a conventional childhood and adolescence she became in 
the last decades of her life a near-recluse in her father's house, seeing 
only her closest relatives and seldom leaving her room. She culti¬ 
vated notable eccentricities, such as dressing only in white and speaking 
to even close friends only from behind a half-opened door. Her care¬ 
fully calculated stance of the recluse and introvert freed her from 
unwanted social obligations, from the need to explain her refusal to 
get married and from many of the domestic obligations expected of 
young women of her class. It allowed her space and time to work 
and think. Her decision to live the life of a recluse can better be 
understood if she is placed along a continuum of women thinkers 
throughout the centuries, struggling to authorize themselves to 
creativity. 

What first comes to mind is her proximity in life choice and style 
with several of the great women mystics—Hildegard of Bingen, 
Mechthild of Magdeburg, Christine Ebner, Julian of Norwich. Their 
power derived from their rejection of the "normal" life of women, 
from their chastity, their enclosure, their concentration on the inner 
self and its visions. Emily Dickinson referred to herself in several 
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poems as a "nun'' (#722 and #918), and in her work there are 
innumerable references to herself as serving mysteries beyond her 
own comprehension. 21 

Her retreat from public life did not mean a rejection of human 
contact and community, although the abbess and the cloistered nun 
had had a much greater involvement with public life than did the 
Amherst poet. As we have seen, Hildegard created a public role for 
the mystic visionary and exercised power in the widest possible pub¬ 
lic arena. Mechthild and Julian of Norwich rejected that kind of power 
and withdrew from it. The woman Dickinson most closely resembles 
in her choices is Isotta Nogarola, who deliberately decided to live a 
secluded life, in the company only of her mother, in order to main¬ 
tain her ability to write. For Isotta that choice was less heroic than 
necessary; what makes Emily Dickinson's choice so puzzling is that 
it occurred 500 years after that of Nogarola. Dickinson lived in 19th- 
century America at a time when women were beginning to find 
communality in organizing for their rights. Other women coming 
out of environments not dissimilar to hers turned to club activity, 
to the struggle for women's higher education, to missionary work 
and to writing fiction for a readership of women. She, instead, chose 
seclusion and the life of a poet. 22 

That her choice was deliberate, carefully considered and repeat¬ 
edly made is evident from a close study of her biography. She had 
alternatives and chose her life and did so not in bitterness and de¬ 
lusion but in ecstatic creativity and celebration of her hard-won 
powers. What she won and what she created was the conscious life 
of the mind, the world in which she was "Empress . . . Queen," 
the equal of the heroes of myth and literature, a soul free to argue 
with God and negotiate the terms of her dialogue. Like all great 
artists, she knew that such rewards come only after rigorous self- 
discipline and with great concentration of effort. Like all women art¬ 
ists, she knew that such gains cannot be made while performing 
traditional gender-defined services to a husband, to children, even to 
the community. 

Emily Dickinson, one of the greatest poets in the English lan¬ 
guage, produced an awesome body of work—1,775 poems—of which 
fewer than twenty were published during her lifetime and most of 
these without her permission. This was not due to shyness or over¬ 
sensitivity, as many of her interpreters have declared, but it was 
rather another deliberate choice she made, as we will see below. 

Emily EHckinson (1830-86) grew up in Amherst, Massachusetts, 
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the middle child in a closely knit family. Her father was a leading 
citizen and lawyer who served a term in the House of Representa¬ 
tives in Washington and one in the state legislature. He was a stern 
man, totally devoted to his work, authoritarian in his relationship 
with his wife and children. Emily saw him as a heroic and admirable 
figure. She wrote: 'T never had a mother. I suppose a mother is one 
to whom you hurry when you are troubled." "I always ran home 
to AWE when a child, if anything befell me. He was an awful Mother, 
but I liked him better than none." 23 Yet her mother was always 
present in her life, an unhappy, shy woman whose ineffectuality and 
submissiveness provided no model for her brilliant daughter. "My 
Mother does not care for thought," Emily once wrote about her. 24 
Still, she must have understood the causes of her mother's unhap¬ 
piness, for she spent much of her time nursing her lovingly through 
years of invalidism, and she wrote with much affection about her. 

Dickinson attended Amherst Academy for seven years. Her training 
in mathematics, astronomy and science was extraordinarily thor¬ 
ough for a young woman of her day, and her education during those 
years was equal to that of her brother. She was a brilliant student, 
had friendships with other students and visited in the homes of friends 
and neighbors. She liked to cook and excelled in baking, once win¬ 
ning second prize at the Agricultural Fair for her rye and Indian 
bread. 

She attended Mt. Holyoke Academy for one year, but she had 
no desire to continue there. During the last years of her schooling 
several religious revivals took place in Amherst and at Mt. Holyoke, 
but she resisted these strenuously and with lonely defiance. Her ability 
to say "no" was already well developed at that time. During her 
twenties she lived much like her younger sister Lavinia—she played 
the piano, visited neighbors, entertained a number of suitors and 
took walks in the garden with them. Her father moved his family 
into "Homestead," the house on Main Street in Amherst which 
henceforth would be the place of residence for Emily. Years later, 
when her brother Austin was about to marry, the father built him a 
house on the adjoining lot. 

While the outward events of her life were quite conventional during 
this time, her inner development was intense. The crisis over reli¬ 
gion and her refusal to go the way of her family and friends by 
experiencing "conversion" were certainly momentous for her future 
work. Her "wrestle with God," as her biographer Cynthia Griffin 
Wolff described her lifelong struggle, began in this negative deci- 
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sion. In her religious battles she confronted a patriarchal God who 
had turned his face away from humankind and refused to reveal his 
meanings. Her deepest fears over abandonment and loss of love res¬ 
onated in her poems as despair over the absence of God. 25 

We know that she began writing poetry in 1849, at age nineteen. 
In a valentine, written to her suitor George Gould and published 
anonymously in the student paper of the Academy, she wrote "I am 
Judith the heroine of the Apocrypha and you the orator of Ephesus. 
That's what they call metaphor in our country. Don't be afraid of 
it, sir, it won't bite." 26 In 1854 she wfote to her friend Jane Hum¬ 
phrey: "I have dared to do strange things—bold things, and have 
asked no advice from any." 27 She made clear in references in other 
letters that "the strange" and "bold things" were connected with 
her decision to live a poet's life. She experienced this decision as a 
momentous turning point, a new beginning, and above all empow¬ 
erment. She wrote: 

They shut me up in Prose— 

As when a little Girl 
They put me in the Closet— 

Because they liked me "still"— 

Still! Could themself have peeped— 

And seen my Brain—go round— 

They might as wise have lodged a Bird 
For Treason—in the Pound— 

Himself has but to will 

And easy as a Star 

Look down upon Captivity— 

And laugh— No more have I— 

(#613, c. 1862, II, pp. 471-72) 

The exultant sense of freedom she expressed here appears in a 
number of other poems, the strongest of which makes clear that she 
considered the commitment to her vocation a truly new beginning: 

I'm ceded— I've stopped being Theirs— 

The name They dropped upon my face 
With water, in the country church 
Is finished using, now, 

And They can put it with my Dolls, 

My childhood, and the string of spools, 

I've finished threading—too— 
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Baptized, before, without the choice. 

But this time, consciously, of Grace— 

Unto supremest name— 

Called to my Full— The Crescent dropped— 

Existence's whole Arc, filled up. 

With one small Diadem. 

My second Rank— too small the first— 

Crowned— Crowing— on my Father's breast— 

A half unconscious Queen— 

But this time— Adequate— Erect, 

With Will to choose, or to reject. 

And I choose, just a Crown— (#508, II, pp. 389-90) 

She has ceased being her former self, no longer a creature defined 
by others and named by them. She has given up her baptismal name 
(role definition) which had not been her choice. But this time, con¬ 
scious and "called to my Full" she is expressing her vocation, her 
search for the "one small Diadem." No longer the child on her fa¬ 
ther's breast, half-unconscious, she is now making the decisions, 
"Adequate—Erect/ With Will to choose, or to reject." The Crown 
she chooses, the "Diadem," is poetry. The poem has strong religious 
connotations; the moment described is "confirmation" or a "conver¬ 
sion experience," not based on emotional surrender but on rational 
grounds. 

Sometime in 1862 she wrote: 

I reckon— when I count at all— 

First— Poets— Then the Sun— 

Then Summer— then the Heaven of God— 

And then— the List is done— 

But, looking back— the First so seems 
To Comprehend the Whole— 

The Others look a needless Show— 

So I write— Poets— All— 

[poem continues 2 stanzas] (#569, c. 1862, II, p. 434) 

In her reckoning, from here on out, poetry ranked above all other 
goals to be sought, it even included "the Heaven of God." 

From the time of her acknowledgment of her vocation, Dickinson 
expressed her ambition and her pride in a language of assertiveness 
and strength no woman before her had ever used and few women 
since her have matched. Sometimes her own strength and hubris 
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terrified her and she refered to herself as "a volcano," as "Vesuvius 
at Home": 

On my volcano grows the Grass 
A meditative spot— 

An acre for a Bird to choose 
Would be the General thought— 

How red the Fire rocks below— 

How insecure the sod 
Did I disclose 

Would populate with awe my solitude, (#1677, III, p, 1141) 

How deceptive her meekness and her quiet conventional life. Be¬ 
neath it rocks a fire which, if only she disclosed it, would fill the 
beholder with awe. 

The critical and biographical literature on Emily Dickinson is very 
large. Much of it is formal analysis and criticism of the poems, yet 
both biographers and critics have been preoccupied with explaining 
her decision to live the life of a recluse. The earlier critics have sought 
to explain this decision as being based on unrequited love and much 
of the writing has consisted of more or less fanciful interpretations 
of selected references from the poems and letters to identify one or 
another candidate for her affections. Recently, feminist critics have 
added to this search by tracing her strong love relationships with 
one or more women through the poems and letters. 28 All of the 
evidence, while it remains somewhat mysterious and open to differ¬ 
ing interpretations, shows that Dickinson wrote passionately erotic 
letters and poems throughout her lifetime to both men and women. 
Those to women are clearly identified as to their object; those to 
men are carefully disguised, except in the case of Judge Otis Lord, 
her last object of love, who offered her marriage after the death of 
his wife. 

Dickinson herself refers repeatedly to a deep crisis which oc¬ 
curred somewhere between 1858 and 1862, which brought her close 
to madness, and from which she gradually recovered. The years fol¬ 
lowing upon this period of her greatest suffering are the years of 
her most intense creativity. We can reconstruct the various elements 
which must have brought on the great crisis. First of all there was 
her disillusionment about her relationship with her father. Her fa¬ 
ther doted on her brother, whom he considered his primary heir, the 
promise for the future of the family, his intellectual equal and the 
source of his pride. Her father extravagantly praised his son's letters 
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from college, considering them "altogether before Shakespeare" and 
promising to have them published, yet he never took the slightest 
notice of his daughter's writing. He had expressed himself strongly 
against the "literary wife" in a series of five articles he had pub¬ 
lished under a pseudonym in The New England Inquirer. In these 
articles he heaped ridicule and scorn on intellectual women and as¬ 
serted in the confident voice of authority: "Modesty and sweetness 
of disposition, and patience and forbearance and fortitude, are the 
cardinal virtues of the female sex. . . . These will atone for the 
want of brilliant talents, or great attainments." 29 Surely, there was 
no want of brilliant female talent in Edward Dickinson's house, but 
he was blind to it. Emily doted on her father, and bitterly resented 
his so obvious preference for Austin. She slowly became convinced 
that her father would never give her what she most wanted from 
him: the recognition of her worth as an intellectual equal. Neither 
would her brother Austin. 

Early in the 1850s Emily developed a passionate love relationship 
and friendship with Susan Gilbert, which continued while her brother 
Austin courted Susan. The fact that Susan turned away from Emi¬ 
ly's love and married Austin was experienced by Emily as a betrayal 
and a devastating disappointment. In a sense it was a double loss, of 
her brother and of Susan as a lover. Her relationship with her brother 
never regained the intensity and intellectual sharpness it had had 
during her adolescence. But Susan Gilbert continued to be an im¬ 
portant person in Emily's life and became a trusted friend, perceptive 
critic and supporter of her work as a poet. 30 

A second passionate love for a woman friend, Kate Anthon, also 
ended in rejection. The fact that Susan Gilbert and Kate Anthon 
remained close friends before and after that break might have ren¬ 
dered this disappointment even more bitter for Emily. Feminist crit¬ 
ics have suggested the possibility that Dickinson's relationship with 
Kate Anthon made her realize her latent homosexuality and led to 
her poetic exploration of homoerotic love in a number of powerful 
poems. 31 

The strongest primary evidence that her painful rejection in love 
came from a man are the three unsigned and undated "Master" let¬ 
ters (written c.1858, 1861 and 1862) in which she addresses a male 
"Master," who has rejected her love, in the most abject and submis¬ 
sive way. Her biographers have variously focused on the Rev. Charles 
Wadsworth or on the editor Samuel Bowles as the object of these 
letters. Both were distinguished men, inaccessible because they were 
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married, and both were men with whom she maintained lifelong 
friendship and to whom she sent many letters and poems. Both men 
had no understanding of her work and were far beneath her intellec¬ 
tually. There is, of course, the possibility that "Master" was a Active 
character, a mental construct which enabled Dickinson to work out 
her ambiguous feelings about her "feminine" role, just as in the 
poems which concern the "marriage" of two women, two "Queens" 
alike and equal so that "Neither would be a Queen/Without the 
Other," she worked out an alternate model of loving and sharing. 32 
The comment she made in a letter to Thomas Wentworth Higginson 
suggests her felt need for a "Master" in her life who could contain 
the frightening, dynamic forces which at that time seemed to threaten 
her sanity: "I have no Monarch in my life, and cannot rule myself, 
and when I try to organize—my little Force explodes—and leaves 
me bare and charred—." 33 The mystery remains. 

Two additional conditions of her life may have helped to bring 
on the depression and crisis. Dickinson suffered from a visual im¬ 
pairment, which gradually worsened and which in 1862 made her 
fear she was going blind. She even abandoned her reclusive life in 
1864 to spend several months in Boston for treatment of this eye 
ailment. Another factor was the steady deterioration of her mother's 
health, which made increasing demands on her time for nursing care. 

It is possible a combination of several or some of these traumas 
produced the crisis Dickinson described as having nearly killed her 
and brought her to the brink of madness. Lacking the evidence, we 
will never know the actual causes. But there is no doubt that she 
saved herself and freed herself from what appears to have been ob¬ 
session by writing some of the greatest poetry ever written by a 
woman. The sense of power and victory over fear she experienced 
after these struggles is reflected in her work: 

If your Nerve, deny you— 

Go above your Nerve— 

He can lean against the Grave, 

If he fear to swerve— 

(#292, I, p. 211.) Poem continues two more stanzas 

'Tis so appalling—it exhilarates— 

So over Horror, it half Captivates— 

The Soul stares after it, secure— 

To know the worst, leaves no dread more-r- 
(#281, I, p. 200) Poem continues four more stanzas 
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In 1857 Dickinson had begun to create "packets" of her poems, 
arranging them in groups of up to twenty and sewing them neatly 
together. These may have been copied from earlier compositions, 
but they indicate a self-conscious effort on the part of the poet to 
select and create final versions of her work. Between 1858 and 1861 
she composed fewer than a hundred poems a year. The next three 
years bring an astonishing outburst of creativity: 1862—366 poems; 
1863—141 poems; 1864—174; 1865—85 poems. Thereafter no sin¬ 
gle year produced more than fifty poems. 34 

Sometime late in the 1850s Dickinson began a number of at¬ 
tempts to get her poems published. She sent poems to Samuel Bowles, 
editor of the Springfield Republican, who finally published four of 
them. In 1862 she approached Higginson with several letters, asking 
for his support, his literary advice, his judgment upon her work. She 
wanted to be not just a poet, she wrote him, but to be a "Represen¬ 
tative of the Verse." 35 This was, as she must have known, an im¬ 
possible ambition for a woman in 19th-century America. Higginson 
responded with some encouragement, but advised her that her "gait 
. . . was spasmodic" and her "writing uncontrolled." Although he 
was an advocate of equal educational opportunities for women, and 
their literary friendship continued to the end of her life, Higginson 
did not appreciate her unique gifts. Dickinson must have understood 
that if a man like Higginson reacted in this way to her writing, she 
would have little chance of winning the approval of others. Her hor¬ 
ror at the fact that the few poems she had submitted to friendly 
editors had been published with alterations in punctuation and words, 
fed into her decision to give up the quest for publication rather than 
to accommodate her style and craft to the demands of the market. 
With this ultimate refusal she freed herself to write as her talent 
dictated. 

The period from 1866 to her death was the period of her most 
reclusive life. In 1869 she refused Higginson's invitation to Boston, 
stating that she no longer left "her father's grounds." She continued 
her active involvement with her family and with a few close friends 
and even encouraged new friendships, such as with Helen Hunt 
Jackson and Mabel Loomis Todd. Both of these women expressed 
their admiration for her work and Mabel Todd would be the driving 
force in arranging for posthumous publication of her poems. In the 
last decade of her life Emily Dickinson gave full and joyous expres¬ 
sion to her love for Judge Otis Lord, an old family friend, who deeply 
reciprocated her feelings. There are indications that she had been in 
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love with him for a long time, when several years after his wife's 
death he proposed marriage. She refused him. Her habit and practice 
of solitude was by then too deeply established for her to risk any 
change in it. The remaining years brought repeated and often shat¬ 
tering encounters with the deaths of loved ones. Emily Dickinson, 
after several years of illness, died in 1886. 

By choice, she had moved her life into metaphor and through 
words discovered a power of control and creativity far beyond that 
reached by most writers, male or female. Her work is extraordinary 
both in form and content. Her wrenched syntax, elliptic language 
and intense metaphors confined within the smallest possible poetic 
space endow her work on the humblest subject matter—insects, bees, 
the movement of grass in the wind—with transcendent metaphysical 
and allegorical meaning. Like all great artists she created a world of 
her own, a secret and often mysterious alternate world in which she 
ruled freely and with total control. The common language of biblical 
metaphor, Christian myth and poetic reference allowed readers—or 
rather future readers—some foothold of entry, but Dickinson com¬ 
plicated both entry and participation by the way in which her lan¬ 
guage transformed the common symbols and gave them her own, 
quite specific meanings. No woman poet before her had ever probed 
the depths of her own feelings with such honesty or confronted her 
own passion, rage and despair with such surgical accuracy and cool 
detachment. 36 

But her work goes far beyond self-exploration. Dickinson's poems, 
read in their entirety and read along with her letters, reveal her as 
a major thinker who created a work of large scale. Like her prede¬ 
cessors, the medieval mystics, Dickinson was concerned with the large, 
metaphysical questions: man's relationship to God, to death and to 
Redemption. Unlike them, she was not sustained or supported by an 
institutional framework of explanation—she rejected both the Church 
and the Calvinist theology in which she was raised. In their place, 
she developed a loving and ultimately healing nature philosophy, 
and she wrote of love, friendship and nurturance, of rejection, be¬ 
trayal and loss. She wrote of these themes as a woman, out of a 
consciousness grounded in a deep homoerotic and creative commit¬ 
ment to women. 

She had taken loss, disappointment and abandonment through 
death and absence and turned them into renunciation, transforming 
them into sources of power. Her feat was subversive, in the best 
tradition of women's resistance to patriarchy. She turned the very 
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"female virtues" into their opposites: passivity turned to watchful¬ 
ness and the ability for concentrated listening to inner voices and 
signs; submissiveness turned into calculated withdrawal to the point 
of invisibility—I am so small, I disappear, like the mouse, like the 
bird ("I'm Nobody!"; #288). My weakness entitles my speech to 
heightened significance, not only because I am "God's trumpet" or 
a vessel for divine instruction, as Hildegard was, but because I am 
common, like household chores, like the dailyness of women's lives, 
like the humble bees and birds and meadow flowers. Renunciation 
of self was transformed into the immense discipline which could dis¬ 
dain what it could not gain and thus triumph over desire. It was out 
of this renunciation—which the mystics expressed through their 
chastity and their mortification of the flesh—that she could gain the 
arrogance of the God-wrestler, the divine Creator and the keeper of 
mysteries. 

The questions we have asked of her life-choices—Were they nec¬ 
essary? Were they socially conditioned through patriarchal gender 
definitions? Were they the result of rejection by others?—are all 
essentially irrelevant. She found a way out of the conditions her life 
presented to her, and in so doing she dismantled the cage of re¬ 
straints which patriarchal definition had placed on women of talent. 
She transformed "the house of her father," which she never physi¬ 
cally left and to whose rules she so ostentatiously submitted, into a 
free temple of ungendered humanity, where the soul stood naked 
and unencumbered, open at last to all possibilities. 



NINE/-- 

The Right to Learn, 
the Right to Teach, 
the Right to Define 

For centuries, women authorized themselves to think and write 
even though religion, custom and conventional wisdom informed them 
that these were not pursuits suitable to a woman. Each woman had 
to overcome her internalized sense of inferiority and empower her¬ 
self to do what she was told was unseemly, improbable, if not im¬ 
possible. Small wonder, then, that woman after thinking woman ar¬ 
gued her way out of patriarchal confinement and constraints by 
asserting the intellectual equality of women. Granting men their 
special tasks and superior talents for leadership, courage and author¬ 
ity, women argued that nevertheless the capacity for reason and the 
intellectual potential of men and women were the same. It followed 
logically that the inequalities observable in society, the different rates 
of achievement, the different interests and activities of men and women 
were due to their sex-specific education. The systematic educational 
disadvantaging of women was the root cause of their perceived in¬ 
feriority. According to this argument, which recurred century after 
century, the equalization of educational opportunities was the key to 
women's emancipation. Thus, it was through an argument for wom¬ 
en's education that women thought their way towards a theory of 
women's emancipation, a feminist theory. 

As she had in so many other ways, Christine de Pizan pioneered 
as an advocate of female education. In her work the argument for 
women's education is stated repeatedly, both explicitly and under¬ 
lying all other arguments. Christine was bitter about having been 
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denied a good education mostly at the insistence of her mother; she 
would rather have studied from books than played with dolls. But 
as a young widow she was able to overcome the deficiencies of her 
education by great effort, becoming a poet, a writer and a historian. 
The frontispiece illustrating her Book of the City of the Ladies shows 
two pictures side by side: in one Christine, looking up from reading 
a book, is in dialogue with the three ladies, Reason, Rectitude and 
Justice. In the accompanying illustration Christine helps one of the 
ladies lay the foundation stone for the City of the Ladies. Education 
gives women the ability to defend themselves and their sex and to 
found a liberating refuge for women. In thus presenting herself as a 
learned woman in the very opening of her book, Christine makes of 
herself an example of what educated women can achieve. 1 After lis¬ 
tening to the three ladies explain the purpose of their appearance 
before her and having them explain the base motives of men who 
slander women, Christine asks what for her is a crucial question: 

Please enlighten me again, whether it has ever pleased this God, who 
has bestowed so many favors on women, to honor the feminine sex 
with the privilege of the virtue of high understanding and great learn¬ 
ing, and whether women ever have a clever enough mind for this. I 
wish very much to know this because men maintain that the mind of 
women can learn only a little. 

She [Lady Reasonl answered. My daughter ... I tell you again 
. . . if it were customary to send daughters to school like sons, and if 
they were taught the natural sciences, they would learn as thoroughly 
and understand the subtleties of all the arts and sciences as well as men. 2 

Having thus affirmed woman's innate intellectual equality and 
ascribed to faulty education whatever differences there appear to be 
between men and women, Christine, probably using her own expe¬ 
rience of self-education for comparison, wants to know why women 
don't learn more? Lady Reason explains that this is due to the con¬ 
straints on women's activities. Women, confined to their domestic 
duties, are not challenged to know more and thus remain "simple- 
minded. All the same, there is no doubt that Nature provided them 
with the qualities of body and mind found in the wisest and most 
learned men." 3 Lady Reason then offers examples of the stories of 
learned women of Antiquity, including the poet Sappho. In response 
to Christine's inquiry whether any woman ever discovered by her¬ 
self some new and unknown thing, the Lady reassures her by citing 
a long list of women from mythology and history: Nicostrata, who 
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invented the Latin alphabet; Minerva, who invented Greek script 
and cloth-making; Ceres, who invented agriculture; Isis, who dis¬ 
covered the art of planting gardens. Christine, now utterly con¬ 
vinced, states: "It seems to me that neither in the teaching of Aris¬ 
totle, which has been of great profit to human intelligence . . . nor 
in that of all the other philosophers who ever lived, could an equal 
benefit for the world to be found as that . . . [created] by these 
ladies." 4 The validity of the evidence, which may have been more 
convincing for the medieval than for the modern reader, is not what 
matters here. What matters is the strong argument for women's 
intellectual equality and the recognition that a reinterpretation of 
past mythology and history might yield a Women's History from 
which succeeding generations of women might draw inspiration and 
strength. 

In her educational treatise, Le Livre des trois vertus, Christine 
outlined her plan for female education. As a pragmatist, she as¬ 
sumed that men and women have separate duties to perform, there¬ 
fore the education of boys and girls must be different. Latin and 
speculative training would not be necessary for girls, but training in 
mathematics was as important for them as for boys. Girls must also 
be trained in sewing, knitting, embroidery and weaving. But the 
larger purposes of education, the development of the whole person 
into a virtuous and moral human being, must be the same for men 
and women. Drawing on her own experience as a young widow, she 
instructed women to prepare for the possibility of having to support 
themselves. Each woman must develop strength and resourcefulness, 
she must have "the heart of a man." 5 What she means by that 
phrase can be seen from her self-representation in another work, in 
which she describes a miraculous transformation she underwent with 
the help of the goddess Fortune who turned her into a man so that 
she might assume the responsibilities of head of household after her 
husband's death. 6 This extraordinary allegorical representation re¬ 
flects both the recognition of the reality in which an independent 
woman came to be seen as a man and the Renaissance stereotype 
of the exceptional woman of strength, the virago. Christine, self- 
made, newly authorized by necessity, adopted the male virtues of 
courage, independence and strength and thus, symbolically, became 
a man. This seems, at first reading, as nothing more than her accep¬ 
tance of traditional gender roles which forced her to give up her 
femininity in order to become a strong and active person. But Chris¬ 
tine's insistence on the fact that women's intellect and moral judg- 
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ment are equal to men's allowed her to make this transformation of 
self without losing her female identity. That redefinition of gender 
became a principle on which Christine based her concepts of educa¬ 
tion and her advice to women. 

As we have seen, the debate known as the querelle des femmes, 
which Christine had initiated and which continued in the major 
countries of Europe and in England for a period of four hundred 
years, focused on questions pertaining to women's education: Were 
women fully human? Were women capable of absorbing education, 
exercising reason and controlling their feelings? And if the answer 
to the first two questions was positive and educational opportunities 
for women were equalized, what would be the effect on women's 
willingness to continue their sexual and maternal services to men 
and to families? 

The "learned women" of the Renaissance, who usually were upper- 
class ladies connected with a particular court which fostered cultural 
pursuits, had mostly been single. If they married, they gave up their 
learned pursuits and instead established themselves as patrons of 
learning. Thus, the question of the effect of learning on woman's 
domesticity was not one they felt a need to address. 7 

By the beginning of the 16th century there appeared educated 
women of the urban middle class who expressed a love of learning. 
One of these is the poet Louise Labe, whose work we have discussed 
earlier. The wife of a sailmaker in Lyon she dedicated a book of her 
poetry to a noble lady, Mile. Clemence de Bourges, and urged her 
to devote herself to learning and to writing. Women, she thought, 
should cultivate their minds for their own sake: 

The time having come, Mademoiselle, when the severe laws of men no 
longer keep women from applying themselves to the sciences and dis¬ 
ciplines, it seems to me that those women, who have the means to do 
so, ought to use that excellent freedom which our sex desired so much 
formerly, to devote themselves to study. 8 

While Louise Labe's class background was unpsual for an edu¬ 
cated woman in the 16th century, her views of education were quite 
typical. Education was to be reserved for women of means, presum¬ 
ably because they were freer of domestic responsibilities than women 
of the lower orders, and education was to be seen as a means of self- 
improvement. This way of framing the problem avoided a direct 
challenge of gender definitions, while advancing an argument for 
women's education. Several other women used similar strategies. 
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Anna Maria von Schurman was the most celebrated of these schol¬ 
arly women. In her Latin treatise The Learned Maid or, Whether a 
Maid May Be Scholar (1641) she advocated, as we have earlier dis¬ 
cussed, the education of women for the glory of God and to promote 
their own salvation. She was quite specific in the restrictions she 
would put on educational opportunity: the woman must possess at 
least mediocre mental ability, she must be able to afford the means 
of instruction, she must have freedom from domestic cares. Schur¬ 
man explicitly limited her advocacy of female education to single 
girls of well-to-do families. Yet she vigorously defended women 
against the various male objections to female education and chal¬ 
lenged men to support women in their desire to learn: 

No one can properly judge our ability for study until he has first with 
the best of motives and with every possible support encouraged us to 
undertake serious study so that we may acquire a taste for the joys of 
it. 9 

Schurman's erudition and scholarly achievements did probably 
more than her writings to promote the idea that women could ben¬ 
efit from education and excel in it. She became during her lifetime 
the model and inspiration for other women throughout Europe and 
in England who aspired to intellectual emancipation. Schurman is 
unique in this respect; her name appears more frequently and more 
widely in the writings of other women than that of any previous 
woman. Her correspondence with men and women of many lands 
spread her influence. It had a different impact on her correspon¬ 
dents, depending on their sex: for men she became the prototype of 
the woman of genius, the grand exception to the generally accepted 
image of the intellectually inferior woman; to women she became a 
heroine and an example to be emulated. 

A woman whose feminist tracts were known to Schurman and 
who may have influenced her was Marie le Jars de Gournay (1565— 
1645). Like Schurman she remained celibate all her life and thus 
avoided the conflict between domesticity and learning, but her ar¬ 
gument is more openly feminist. She was the daughter of a noble¬ 
man who served at the court of King Charles IX of France. She grew 
up in Paris, but at her father's death, when she was fifteen, economic 
distress forced the family to move to their country estate. She taught 
herself Latin and Greek from books and pursued her interest in 
learning against her mother's wishes. At the age of eighteen she was 
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deeply impressed by reading Michel de Montaigne's Essais. When 
her mother moved her family to Paris in order to present Marie at 
court, she contrived to meet the then 54-year-old Montaigne, who 
became her mentor and lifelong friend. He offered her the title "fille 
d'alliance," which implied the relationship of adopted daughter. The 
young woman hero-worshipped the statesman and author and he 
encouraged her literary career. They frequently visited until his death 
in 1592. Marie de Gournay, at the invitation of Montaigne's widow, 
became the editor of his work, which was issued in eight editions. 
She remained single until her death and frequently entered into lit¬ 
erary controversy in defense of her mentor. 

Her career was blighted by the mockery of her efforts as a seri¬ 
ous scholar and by insinuations and slanders regarding her relation¬ 
ship with Montaigne. Later critics long neglected her own work in 
favor of her editorship. She was the subject of caricature as a "pre- 
cieuse" and was alternately depicted as a failure for not becoming a 
"female Montaigne." Yet many male and female contemporaries re¬ 
garded her highly. Schurman corresponded with her until her death 
and wrote an admiring poem in her honor. 10 

In addition to her editorial work and the translation in verse of 
the Aeneid into French, Gournay published many essays and poems, 
which were printed in a volume of over a thousand pages in 1626. 
Her two feminist treatises are of special interest here because of her 
radical position in favor of the unconditional equality of the sexes 
and because of her assumption that all differences between the sexes 
were due to unequal education. 

In Egalite des hommes et des femmes (1622) she wrote: "If the 
ladies achieve a degree of excellence less frequently than the men 
that is entirely due to their lack of good education." She referred to 
it as a work in defense of the honor of women "oppressed by the 
tyranny of men," and cited the greatest men as her authorities, Soc¬ 
rates and Plato, Plutarch, Seneca and Montaigne. "The human ani¬ 
mal is neither man nor woman. . . . Man and woman are so com¬ 
pletely one that, if man is more than woman, then woman is more 
than man." As had others before her she cited biblical authority, 
"Man was created male and female . . . and the two are but one." 11 

Her treatise, when first published, did not have the desired im¬ 
pact and she wrote Grief des Dames (1626) in a sarcastic tone, up¬ 
braiding men for denying women the power of reasoning. Her bit¬ 
terness was plain: 
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Happy are you, reader, if you do not belong to the sex to whom all 
good things are denied, since liberty is forbidden us as is also every 
virtue . . . and public office and functions. . . . Our only happiness is 
to rest on ignorance, servitude and the facility of playing the fool if that 
game pleases him. 12 

She ended by accusing men of ignorance and presumption, since they 
judged women's work without even bothering to read it. 

With the religious wars of the Reformation, the flourishing of 
sects and the social experimentation on a grand scale which their 
appearance and existence brought about, the topic of education be¬ 
came more and more urgent and practical. Education was no longer 
only a necessity for economic and class advancement, it was now for 
Protestants the direct means for reaching salvation, a religious re¬ 
sponsibility for the individual and for the community. This was re¬ 
flected in the growth of public schooling in Protestant countries, in 
the commitment of the Puritan settlers in New England to the es¬ 
tablishment of common schools, and in the arguments of Protestant 
reformers and educators of both sexes. But in order to quiet fears 
that women, once educated, would abandon their maternal and do¬ 
mestic duties, constraints on women's behavior became an accepted 
part of the argument for their intellectual emancipation. As we have 
seen earlier, women defending their sex in the 17th century argued 
that educated women would not only make better mothers, but bet¬ 
ter wives and helpmates. 

The seeming opportunism and the acceptance of male-defined 
gender roles such an argument implies have made it unpalatable to 
modern readers and have obscured the transformative dynamic in¬ 
herent in it. As long as social and economic conditions made the 
existence of self-supporting professional women impossible, no one 
could reason for alternative gender roles. But women could and did 
reason from their shared educational deprivation that they were a 
group with definable and collective grievances. Where the argument 
took this shape it at once became transformative. The individual 
woman with a wrong was transformed into a member of an ag¬ 
grieved collectivity. By the end of the 17th century, women began 
to demand educational opportunities with a greater intensity and with 
a raised level of political consciousness. 

These intellectual developments came, in England, out of a social 
setting in which educational opportunities for women were severely 
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curtailed, ever since Henry VIII had broken with the Church of Rome 
and closed all convents and their schools in 1534. For Catholic girls 
this led to a severe restriction in schooling, and for nearly fifty years 
the only education available to them was through private tutors or 
unlicensed illegal schools. Teachers and parents sponsoring such 
schools were subject to persecution and severe penalties. At the same 
time there was no system of public education available for Protestant 
girls of the middle and lower classes. Charity schools for paupers 
educated girls of that class, but in much smaller numbers than boys. 

It was against this background that Mary Ward (1585-1645) es¬ 
tablished her convent schools. Ward entered the convent of the Poor 
Clares as a lay sister in 1606 and in 1609 founded a religious com¬ 
munity of women in France which ran a school for girls. This was 
followed by the founding of nearly a dozen communities in various 
European countries, each of which ran a school for English refugee 
boarding students, usually upper-class girls, and one for local day 
pupils, who were the children of the poor. The academic standards 
of the schools were unusually high, modeled on the schools for boys 
run by the Jesuits, and included the study of Latin and several for¬ 
eign languages. From 1619 on Ward endeavored to establish similar 
schools in England and she sought recognition for her order from 
the Pope in 1629. Her congregations were suppressed in 1630 and 
1631, but she continued to run such schools in England despite per¬ 
secution. The English Civil War further eroded support for her en¬ 
deavor, but in 1642 she set up a school in her native York which she 
directed until her death. It was forced to close shortly after, but the 
first convent school for girls, modeled on Ward's plan, was estab¬ 
lished and publicly recognized at York in 1686, after the Restora¬ 
tion. 13 

In the Catholic countries of Europe, the education of girls was 
mostly provided by Catholic orders. Angela Merici (1474-1540) 
founded the Ursuline order in Italy. It spread to France, Catholic 
Germany, Belgium and Holland and provided lower and secondary 
level education for rich and poor girls alike. Its emphasis was on 
preparing girls for Catholic motherhood and efficient homemaking. 
Other orders, such as the Sisters of Charity and the Sisters of Notre 
Dame of the Visitation offered health care and education to the poor. 
These religious schools supplemented the inadequate system of French 
petites ecoles, local parish schools for both Protestant and Catholic 
children. By the end of the 18th century France and the territories 
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of Germany offered widespread educational opportunities to urban 
girls, while such training lagged far behind in Italy and Spain. 14 

By the end of the 17th century in England, France and Holland 
some women had identified educational deprivation as the major cause 
of women's inferior status in society. They used a variety of prag¬ 
matic arguments to make their ideas acceptable to the. men who had 
it in their power to actualize them. 

In England the earliest female proponents of expanded educa¬ 
tional opportunities for women were Bathsua Makin, Hannah Wool- 
ley and Mary Astell; all three were self-supporting women. Bathsua 
Pell Makin (1608?—74?) was orphaned at an early age, briefly mar¬ 
ried and then widowed. By 1640 she was reputed to be the most 
learned woman in England. She was tutor and governess of the chil¬ 
dren of Charles I and ran a school for young women sometime dur¬ 
ing her life. Her most celebrated pupils were the Princess Elizabeth, 
daughter of Charles I, who at age nine could read and write Greek, 
Latin, Hebrew, French and Italian, and Lucy Hastings, Countess of 
Huntingdon. 

Makin's chief argument for women's education. An Essay to Re¬ 
vive the Ancient Education of Gentlewomen, was written anony¬ 
mously. She assured the reader that her "intention is not to equalize 
Women to Men, much less to make them superior. They are the 
weaker Sex, yet capable of impressions of great things, something 
like the best of Men." 15 She stressed that women would derive ben¬ 
efits from education, including the "pleasure . . . founded in 
Knowledge" and the ability to exercise their minds, and that through 
education they would better be able to resist heresies. Answering 
every possible objection to her scheme, she assured men that edu¬ 
cated women would make better wives and mothers. 

Had God intended women onely [!] as a finer sort of Cattle, he would 
not have made them reasonable. . . . God intended Woman as a help¬ 
meet to Man, in his constant conversation, and in the concerns of his 
Family and Estate, when he should most need, in sickness, weakness, 
absence, death, &c.[!] Whilst we neglect to fit them for these things, 
we renounce God's Blessing. . . . Married Persons, by vertue [!] of 
this Education, may be very useful to their Husbands in their Trades, 
as the Women are in Holland. . . . They may improve their Children 
in Learning, especially the Tongues; I mention it again, because it is a 
reason of so great weight, that it is sufficient (if there was nothing else) 
to turn the scale. 
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. . . None have so great an advantage of making most deep impres¬ 
sion on their Children, as Mothers. . . . 16 

Makin proposed an innovative approach to the teaching of for¬ 
eign languages: to teach English grammar for a year as the founda¬ 
tion for Latin; to begin intense foreign language study with students 
nine years of age; to start them on Latin, which could be learned in 
six months, so that they might proceed easily to learning French, 
which could be acquired in three months. She was able to point to 
her success with several of her illustrious students in using these 
methods. 17 But Makin also proposed to include in her curriculum 
"all things ordinarily taught in other schools," such as cooking, ge¬ 
ography, music, singing, writing and keeping accounts. 18 It is inter¬ 
esting to note that in her argument she made extensive use of listing 
famous women worthies, including among them a large number of 
her contemporaries. 19 

Hannah Woolley (b.1623), an orphan, kept school from the age 
of fourteen and then became a governess. She married happily and, 
after being widowed, remarried and was again widowed. She sup¬ 
ported herself by writing cookbooks and other advice books. Her 
sarcastic comments on women's education well reflect the climate of 
opinion out of which a more articulate and philosophical feminist 
argument could arise: 

The right Education of the Female Sex, as it is in a manner every where 
neglected, so it ought to be generally lamented. Most of this depraved 
Age think a woman learned and wise enough if she can distinguish her 
husband's bed from another's. 20 

In addition to these three feminist educators, the century also 
produced a remarkable number of educated aristocratic ladies who 
through their writings in prose, poetry and drama created the pro¬ 
totype of the educated woman. 

In mid-century. Marguerite Cavendish, Duchess of Newcastle, 
whom we have earlier encountered, gave expression to women's de¬ 
sire for education and to their longing for affirming female friend¬ 
ship. Poorly and haphazardly self-educated, the Duchess was a pro¬ 
lific, if not the most prolific, female writer of her century, having 
written five "scientific" treatises, published five collections of poetry, 
two of essays and letters and two volumes of plays. She was stinging 
in her description of the disabilities women suffered: 
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We live and Dye, as if we were produced from Beasts, rather than from 
Men; for. Men are happy, and we Women are miserable; they possess 
all the Ease, Rest, Pleasure, Wealth, Power, and Fame; whereas Women 
are Restless with Labour, Easeless with Pain, Melancholy for want of 
Pleasures, Helpless for want of Fame. Nevertheless, Men are so uncon¬ 
scionable and Cruel against us, that they endeavour to bar all of us of 
all sorts of Liberty, and will fain bury us in their houses or Beds, as in 
a Grave. The truth is we live like Batts, or Owls, labour like Beasts, and 
dye like Worms. 21 

In one of her plays. The Convent of Pleasure (1668), the heroine, 
a wealthy lady, founds a community for women. The heroine. Lady 
Happy, explains: 

Men are the only troublers of Women. . . . they cause their pains, but 
not their pleasures. . . . Wherefore ... I will take so many Noble 
persons of my own Sex, as my Estate will plentifully maintain, such 
whose Births are greater than their Fortunes, and are resolv'd to live a 
single life, and vow Virginity: with these I mean to live indoister'd 
with all the delights and pleasures that are allowable and lawful; my 
Cloister shall not be a Cloister of restraint, but a place for freedom, not 
to vex the Senses but to please them. 22 

This utopian vision of female community, printed in 1668, antic¬ 
ipated by a few years the vision of a women's community developed 
by Mary Astell. But there the similarity ends; the two women, al¬ 
though contemporaries and both concerned with the advancement of 
women's education, were vastly different in their style and thinking. 
The Duchess of Newcastle was wealthy, happily married and quite 
traditional in her thoughts about gender. We have seen how she 
translated her own ambitions into being the historian of her hus¬ 
band's life and how her incipient feminist sympathies found expres¬ 
sions in eccentricities of clothing and behavior which a woman of 
her rank could afford without loss of status. 

Mary Astell was a gentlewoman of the merchant class; her father 
was a coal merchant in Newcastle. Orphaned at age twelve, she lived 
most of her life in genteel poverty supported by the beneficence of 
mostly female friends. She chose celibacy and rejoiced in the single 
state, creating for herself a respectable life as an independent writer 
in London. Her political and religious convictions were conservative; 
she was a Tory and High Church sympathizer and used her disci¬ 
plined intelligence to engage in philosophical and political arguments 
with among others, John Locke. 
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Astell began her literary career by writing the Rev. John Norris, 
the Platonist philosopher, regarding several points in his book Dis¬ 
courses, with which she disagreed. In her letter she briefly dismissed 
the objections to learned women which others might raise, but not 
someone as "Equitable and ingenious" as Mr. Norris. "For though 
I can't pretend," she continued," to a Multitude of Books, Variety 
of Languages, the Advantages of Academical Education or any Helps 
but what my own Curiosity affords; yet Thinking is a Stock that no 
Rational Creature can want." 23 Her comments were so insightful 
and brilliant that he not only engaged in a lengthy correspondence 
with her, but insisted after nearly a year of it that they publish it. 
From the evidence of their published correspondence it appears that 
she was quite capable of winning a logical argument with this trained 
philosopher on his own ground. Astell agreed with Norris's precept 
that God was the cause of all thought and feeling and that "God 
should be the only object of our Love." But she found it difficult to 
attain such love. She had indeed "a strong propensity to friendly 
Love," but she confessed, "I have contracted such a Weakness . . . 
that it is a very difficult thing for me to love at all without some¬ 
thing of a Desire." She made explicit that she was referring to her 
relationships with women. "I find an agreeable movement in my 
Soul toward her I love," she stated and continued: "Be pleased . . . 
to oblige me with a Remedy for this Disorder." 24 

John Norris answered with a generalization, the way he answered 
each of her questions, that there was a difference between move¬ 
ments of the Soul and of the Body and that "creatures" might be 
loved "for our good, but not loved as our Good." 25 But for Astell, 
this moral commandment was binding and furnished the religious 
basis for her lifelong dedication to celibacy and platonic friendships 
with women. Her major feminist work, A serious Proposal to the 
Ladies, For the Advancement of their true and great Interest. By a 
Lover of Her Sex, published a year before the publication of her 
correspondence with the Rev. John Norris, embodies this commit¬ 
ment and makes it the foundation for institutional reform. 26 

Like some of her predecessors, Astell was specifically concerned 
with the fate of single women who were, under then current condi¬ 
tions, forced into unwanted and disadvantageous marriages in order 
to find economic support. She proposed the founding of a boarding 
school and home for such women which would also serve as a refuge 
for those who wished to stay unmarried. Others, better educated as 
the result of having studied at this school, might be able to contract 
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more favorable and honorable marriages. The tuition, she pointed 
out, would cost less than families now spent for a dowry. Astell 
envisioned that for the educated "the whole World is a single Lady's 
Family." Her appeal was grounded in a strong belief in the power 
of reason as expressed in the philosophy of Descartes. She encour¬ 
aged women to think for themselves and to pay less attention to the 
judgment of others than to their own common sense. 

This early work, although it had a great impact on her contem¬ 
poraries, was far more moderate in its feminist expression than was 
her work on marriage. It is in this work that she defined most sharply 
the connection between the educational disadvantaging of women 
and their lack of power in society: 

Boys have much Time and Pains, Care and Cost bestow'd on their Ed¬ 
ucation, Girls have little or none. The former are early initiated in the 
Sciences, are made acquainted with ancient and modem Discoveries, they 
study Books and Men have all imaginable Encouragement; not only 
Fame, a dry Reward nowadays, but also Title, Authority, Power, and 
Riches themselves, which Purchase all Things, are the Reward of their 
Improvement. The latter are restrain'd, frown'd upon, and beat, not for, 
but from the Muses; Laughter and Ridicule, that never-failing Scare- 
Crow, is set up to drive them from the Tree of Knowledge. But if, in 
spite of all Difficulties Nature prevails, and they can't be kept so igno¬ 
rant as their Masters would have them, they are star'd upon as Mon¬ 
sters, censur'd, envied, and every way discouraged. 

Again, Men are possessed of all Places of Power, Trust and Profit, 
they make Laws and exercise the Magistracy, not only the sharpest Sword, 
but even all the Swords and Blunderbusses are theirs, which by the 
strongest Logick [!] in the World, gives them the best Title to every 
Thing they please to claim as their Prerogative: Who shall contend with 
them? Immemorial Prescription is on their Side in these Parts of the 
World, ancient [!] Tradition and modern Usage! Our Fathers, have all 
along, both taught and practised Superiority over the weaker Sex. . . , 27 

AstelTs Serious Proposal was influential in her time; it won suf¬ 
ficient support among noble women so that it is reputed that a lady, 
possibly Princess Anne herself, offered the money necessary to es¬ 
tablish such a school for women. She was dissuaded from the project 
by the arguments of Church officials, who feared that Astell's pro¬ 
posed "nunnery" would advance the "Popish" cause. Daniel Defoe 
took up Astell's idea and credited her with it in his Essay upon Proj¬ 
ects (1697). Among the women who acknowledged the influence of 
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her ideas upon them were Judith Drake, Lady Mary Chudleigh, Lady 
Mary Wortley Montagu and Elizabeth Elstob. 

I have discussed Astell's religious feminist argument in Chapter 
Seven. In her Reflections upon Marriage Astell advanced over her 
predecessors in her criticism of the institution of marriage and in 
her advocacy of the single state. Although her indictment of mar¬ 
riage was straightforward and explicit, her political conservatism 
limited her analysis. She drew an analogy between marriage and the 
state, but since she did not believe in the right of the subject of the 
state to rebel even against unjust rule, she had to advise married 
women to submit as martyrs to unjust and unfair treatment. Her 
main thrust was therefore to advise women to enter marriage most 
cautiously or not to marry at all: 

A Woman has no mighty obligations to the Man who makes Love to 
her; she has no Reason to be fond of being a Wife, or to reckon it a 
Piece of Preferment when she is taken to be a Man's Upper-Servant; it 
is no Advantage to her in this World; if rightly manag'd it may prove 
one as to the next. For she who marries purely to do good, to educate 
Souls for Heaven, who can be so truly mortified as to lay aside her own 
Will and Desires, to pay such an intire [!] Submission for Life, to one 
whom she cannot be sure will always deserve it, does certainly perform 
a more Heroick [!] Action, than all the famous Masculine Heroes can 
boast of, she suffers a continual Martyrdom to bring Glory to GOD, 
and Benefit to Mankind; which Consideration, indeed, may carry her 
through all Difficulties, I know not what else can, and engage her to 
Love him who proves perhaps so much worse than a Brute, as to make 
this Condition yet more grievous than it needed to be. She has need of 
a strong Reason, of a truly Christian and well-temper'd Spirit, of all the 
Assistance the best Education can give her, and ought to have some 
good Assurance of her own Firmness and Vertue, [!] who ventures on 
such a Trial; and for this Reason 'tis less to be wonder'd at that Women 
marry off in haste, for perhaps if they took Time to consider and reflect 
upon it, they seldom would marry. 

'Tis certainly no Arrogance in a Woman to conclude, that she was 
made for the Service of GOD, and that this is her End. Because GOD 
made all Things for Himself, and a rational Mind is too noble a Being 
to be made for the Sake and Service of any Creature. The Service she 
at any Time becomes oblig'd to pay to a Man, is only a Business by the 
Bye, just as it may be any Man's Business and Duty to keep Hogs; he 
was not Made for this, but if he Hires himself out to such and Employ¬ 
ment, he ought conscientiously to perform it. 28 
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Astell's logical argument for women's emancipation started with 
religion and with her assumption of the absolute and inherent equal¬ 
ity of men and women. Education would elevate women, raise their 
consciousness of their own situation so that they might better pro¬ 
tect themselves from abusive male power. And even those women 
who chose to get married would benefit from education because it 
would give them the support of philosophy and religion to bear their 
lot. Astell's conservative politics and her ascetic, religious commit¬ 
ment shaped her life: she reduced her wants and lived modestly, on 
the verge of poverty, but also she lived independently, in contact 
with the major intellectual movements of her time. Her dream of an 
intellectual women's community seemed utopian to her contempo¬ 
raries, but in her own modest way she lived it in her later years in 
Chelsea. Struggling all her life against despondency over her lone¬ 
liness, the last decade of her life found her surrounded by a caring 
and supportive circle of female friends. It was probably due to this 
life experience that she could more strongly than her predecessors 
project a woman-centered analysis and build a system of thought 
around it. 

Following in her footsteps, other women kept sniping at the pre¬ 
vailing beliefs and mores and expressing disgust and anger at the 
sexual and societal prerogatives of men. 

A sermon preached at a Dorsetshire wedding on May 11, 1699, 
produced a small pamphlet war in which women defended their sex 
and their right to education in a sprightly and witty manner. The 
Rev. John Sprint had used the occasion of the wedding to hold forth 
on the virtues of the good wife who must be pliant and yielding to 
her husband's desires. "Woman was made for the Comfort of Man," 
the minister asserted. "A good wife should be like a Mirror . . . 
which has no Image of its own, but receives its Stamp and Image 
from the Face that looks into it." He was answered quite sharply by 
"A Lady of Quality," who identified herself as "one that never yet 
came within the Clutches of a Husband." 29 She argued that woman 
was intended to be a "companion, a Person in whom a Man can 
confide . . . [not] a Slave sitting at his Footstool." Commenting 
sarcastically on the Rev. Mr. Sprint's advice that women ought to 
respect and love even cruel husbands, she charged him with encour¬ 
aging wife-beating husbands: "He has inflam'd the domineering 
Temper and heightened the insulting Carriage of a many a barba¬ 
rous husband." 30 Nothing is known about the anonymous author 
except her first name. 
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The same incident inspired another polemical defense of women 
from the pen of a well-known author. Lady Mary Chudleigh (1656— 
1710) published a volume of poems in 1703 and one of essays in 
1710. She became famous for her poem 'The Ladies Defence/' which 
was occasioned by the Rev. Mr. Sprint's marriage sermon. In it she 
wittily attacked his views and argued for women's education. One 
of her male spokesmen summarized the masculine viewpoint in these 
words: 


Then blame us not if we our Interest Mind, 

And would have Knowledge to our selves confin'd. 

Since that alone Pre-eminence does give 
And rob'd of it we should unvalu'd live. 

While you are Ignorant, We are secure. . . . 

To which the spokeswoman Melissa answered: 

'T is hard we should be by the Men despis'd 
Yet kept from knowing what would make us priz'd. 

Debarr'd from Knowledge, banish'd from the Schools, 

And with the utmost Industry bred Fools. 

Laugh'd out of Reason, jested out of Sense, 

And nothing left but Native Innocence: 

But spite of you, we'll to our selves be kind: 

Your Censures slight, your little Tricks despise, 

And make it our whole Business to be wise. 

The mean low trivial Cares of Life disdain. And read and Think, 
and Think and Read again. 

And on our Minds bestow the utmost Pain. 31 

In a remarkable introductory poem, addressed "To the Ladies," 
Chudleigh described marriage as veritable slavery, charging that "wife 
and servant are the same, but only differ in the Name." She likened 
wives to "Mutes, the Signs alone must make,/ and never any Free¬ 
dom take," but still they must "be govern'd by a Nod,/ and fear her 
Husband as her God." Chudleigh concluded with this advice to 
women: "Value yourselves, and Men despise,/ You must be proud, 
if you'll be wise." 32 

Nearly two generations after Lady Mary Chudleigh's sprightly 
defense of women, there was another pamphlet war on the subject 
of women. An anonymous author who called herself "Sophia, a Per¬ 
son of Quality" published a pamphlet which sold for one shilling 
and bore the challenging title, WOMAN Not Inferior to MAN or, 
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A short and modest Vindication of the natural Right of the FAIR 
SEX to a perfect Equality of Power , Dignity , and Esteem , with the 
Men. 33 

Sophia's argument follows closely upon the arguments made by 
the most advanced feminist thinker of his century, the Frenchman 
Francois Poulain de la Barre. His book De legalite des deux sexes 
(1673) was published in England in translation in 1677. 34 Like Pou¬ 
lain de la Barre, Sophia argued that the difference in the sexes is 
only a difference in the body. But the soul has no sex, thus there 
can be no real difference between men and women. "All the diver¬ 
sity then must come from education, exercise and the impressions 
of those external objects which surround us in different Circum¬ 
stances." Women would benefit from learning by developing "an 
exactness of thought, a propriety of speech, and a justness of ac¬ 
tions" and the skill to regulate their passions. Sophia was quite ex¬ 
plicit about the cause of women's educational disadvantaging: "Why 
are they [men) so industrious to debar us that learning we have an 
equal right to with themselves, but for our sharing with, and out¬ 
shining them in, those public offices they fill so miserably." 35 

Building a forceful and logical argument, Sophia reasoned that 
women, since they were intelligent, courageous, virtuous, had the 
same rights as men to all employments in public life. "If we are not 
seen in university chairs , it cannot be attributed to some want of 
capacity to fill them, but to that violence with which men support 
their unjust intrusion into our plans." 36 

Poulain de la Barre had argued that women were capable of hold¬ 
ing every office and employment in society, even that of military 
leaders, but he still assumed that motherhood was the most impor¬ 
tant task of all women. Sophia followed the first part of his argu¬ 
ment but ignored the second. She cited the accomplishments of En¬ 
glish queens and continued with admirable coolness: 

I cannot find how the oddity wou'd be greater, to see a lady with a 
truncheon in her hand, than with a crown on her head; or why it shou'd 
create more surprise, to see her preside in a council of war, than in a 
council of state. Why may she not be as capable of heading an army as 
a parliament; or of commanding at sea as of reigning at land? .... 

The military art has no mystery in it beyond others, which Women 
cannot attain to. A Woman is as capable as a Man of making herself, 
by means of a map, acquainted with the good and bad, the dangerous 
and safe passes, or the proper situations for encampment . . . Women 
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can shew as much eloquence, intrepidity, and warmth, where their hon¬ 
our is at stake, as is requisite to attack or defend a town. . . . 

We neither want Spirit, strength, nor courage, to defend a Country, 
nor prudence to rule it. 37 

In conclusion, she urged women to give up idle amusements and 
to improve their minds. Sophia's argument, while not entirely orig¬ 
inal with her, is outstanding among those of other 17th-century 
feminists for its self-confident and assertive tone. 38 

Despite the modest efforts Bathsua Makin, Mary Astell and Mary 
Ward had made in founding schools, English girls had few educa¬ 
tional institutions available to them at the end of the 17th century. 
The pioneers of women's education had laid a theoretical foundation 
for their enterprise and set up a few models, but they had not been 
able to go much further. By the beginning of the 18th century the 
major form of expression open to educated Englishwomen was in 
the salons, where they could engage in intellectual conversations with 
literary men and form informal networks of women with intellectual 
aspirations. We will discuss this phenomenon more fully in Chapter 
Ten. 

We can summarize the situation of European intellectual women 
at the beginning of the 18th century in saying that they had reached 
the first three stages of feminist consciousness: authorization to speak; 
inspired speech, and the right to learn and to teach. 39 Even then the 
last right was won only by small numbers of women, and it included 
only the most elementary levels of teaching; it would take two more 
centuries before that right would encompass a majority of European 
and American women. 

One of the English "bluestockings," as the educated salonieres 
were derisively called, was Hannah More (1745-1833), a conserva¬ 
tive thinker who wrote and worked for improved women's educa¬ 
tion. Her effort was part of the Sunday school movement which 
aimed to elevate the morals of lower-class people by public educa¬ 
tion. In 1790 Hannah More and her sisters founded eleven village 
schools after they had run the most successful girls' school of the 
18th century in Bristol for many decades. The village schools were 
held on Sunday after church, the only time the hard-working chil¬ 
dren of laborers and farmers were free. Hannah More won a wide 
following for her educational ideas with her essays, novels and tracts. 40 
Despite the lack of progress in ameliorating women's education. 
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discussion of this subject became the main instrument for the devel¬ 
opment of feminist ideas. For example, in France, the influential 
treatise by Francois de Salignac Fenelon On the Education of Girls 
(1686), written for the daughters of a French nobleman, expressed 
the Renaissance view on the nature of women and on their proper 
place. Fenelon thought that women's education should prepare them 
for their social role: noble women should know religion, the man¬ 
agement of estates and servants and the economics of contract law. 
Fenelon's ideas were carried into practice by Mme. de Maintenon, 
mistress and later wife of King Louis XIV. Beginning in 1680, she 
founded several small boarding schools and finally St.-Cyr, the first 
state-supported school for girls in France, which in 1693 was closed 
by the revolutionary government. The educational plan of St.-Cyr 
became a model for many of the schools run by the Ursulines. 41 

Whereas Fenelon's educational principles reflected aristocratic and 
royalist ideas, the movement known as the Enlightenment initiated 
an intellectual revolution. Enlightenment thinkers, known as philo- 
sophes, put science in the place of religion and regarded the mind as 
man's most powerful tool for understanding himself, the world and 
the universe. Thought alone could help men to comprehend the laws 
of nature and those that governed the social world. Rejecting reve¬ 
lation, religion and authority. Enlightenment thinkers postulated a 
self-sufficient individual who derived knowledge from experience. With 
the proper education, all individuals could become useful and pro¬ 
ductive citizens in a society organized on the basis of rational prin¬ 
ciples. The rationalism of Rene Descartes had a liberating effect on 
women because it assumed that the mind, not the body, was the 
instrument for sensation and knowledge and that men and women 
had the same potential for understanding. Cartesianism denied that 
formal education was the road to higher insight; anyone could think 
and reason logically. The effect of these ideas was not only to inspire 
a number of women, such as Mary Astell, Lady Damaris Masham, 
Marie de Gournay, to enter philosophical discourse with the out¬ 
standing male thinkers of their time, but it also helped them to cre¬ 
ate a new form for such a discourse through personal correspon¬ 
dence. 42 

John Locke (1632-1704), the principal political theorist of his age, 
developed an optimistic, rational and secular political philosophy which 
influenced the founders and Constitution-makers of the United States 
of America and became the basis for political liberalism. 

Locke postulated a benign state of nature without subordination 
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or subjection, in which each individual is endowed with inalienable 
rights of life, liberty and property. To protect these rights, men en¬ 
ter upon a social contract and establish a state. But this state has no 
right to deprive individuals of their natural rights; therefore the state 
must be constitutional government based on the consent of the gov¬ 
erned. 43 Locke did not ignore women in his theoretical model, but 
he separated them out of the social contract by asserting that wom¬ 
an's subordination to man within the family was natural and ante¬ 
dated organized society. Thus men had paternal power over women, 
but this "natural right" had, according to Locke, nothing to do with 
civil society—the problem of woman's status as a citizen simply 
dropped out of sight. Still, contract and natural rights theory pro¬ 
vided theoretical weapons for all subordinate groups. 44 

The French philosopher Jean Jacques Rousseau applied Enlight¬ 
enment ideas to education. One of the most radical thinkers of his 
day in regard to politics, Rousseau in his book Emile designed a 
scheme of education to form a citizen of the new idealized state. 
Emile would be educated to be self-reliant, autonomous, and ra¬ 
tional. But in regard to women's education Rousseau was utterly 
conservative. In describing the education suitable for Sophie, Emile's 
future wife, he assumed that woman's purpose in life was to "tend 
him in manhood, to counsel and to console, to make his life pleasant 
and happy, these are the duties of Woman." Rousseau concluded, 
"Woman is framed particularly for the delight and pleasure of man." 45 
Therefore, the purpose of woman's education should be to learn to 
love her duties toward men and to carry them out intelligently and 
cheerfully. 

Mary Astell challenged Locke in her book The Christian Religion 
from the vantage point of a royalist and a believer in revealed reli¬ 
gion. 46 Mary Wollstonecraft, herself a strong advocate of Enlight¬ 
enment ideas, challenged Locke's neglect of women and claimed that 
women as well as men had natural rights. Unlike Astell, she ac¬ 
cepted the Lockean philosophical and political argument but she ex¬ 
panded his ideas so as to encompass women. Similarly, she accepted 
Rousseau's ideas about the education of boys but rejected his con¬ 
servative views of women's education. 

While Wollstonecraft's work can no longer be regarded as the 
first full-fledged theoretical work of feminism, it is the first feminist 
theory to put the claims for women's rights and equality in the con¬ 
text of a broader liberationist theory for all of society and to separate 
such claims from the religious arguments which had hitherto been 
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central to women's thought. In her major theoretical work. The Vin¬ 
dication of the Rights of Woman, she reiterated most of the argu¬ 
ments made for the equal education of women since the 17th cen¬ 
tury, but she strongly challenged Rousseau's definition of women as 
permanent dependents with the flat statement, "What nonsense! 
. ... If women are by nature inferior to men, their virtues must 
be the same ... or virtue is a relative idea. 47 

She defined women as oppressed both by society and by men and 
explicitly reasoned for the solidarity of women. Yet she based her 
demands for women's rights on women's roles as wives and moth¬ 
ers: 

If children are to be educated to understand the true principle of 
patriotism, their mother must be a patriot. ... 

As the care of children in their infancy is one of the grand duties 
annexed to the female character by nature, this duty would afford many 
forcible arguments for strengthening the female understanding, if it were 
properly considered. . . . To be a good mother—a woman must have 
sense, and that independence of mind which few women possess who 
are taught to depend entirely on their husbands. Meek wives are, in 
general, foolish mothers. . . . 

The conclusion which I wish to draw, is obvious; make women ra¬ 
tional creatures, and free citizens, and they will quickly become good 
wives, and mothers; that is—if men do not neglect the duties of hus¬ 
bands and fathers . 48 

The theme of educated women as more effective and more virtuous 
mothers is here struck forcefully. It is this theme which will re¬ 
appear with great force in the late 18th and early 19th century in 
France, in Germany and in America. 

The debate on women's education in the early American republic 
can serve as a prototype of similar debates in European countries. 
Women's active participation in the American Revolution through 
fund-raising, boycotts and petitions, their voluntary services in sup¬ 
port of the troops, their indispensable economic role on the home- 
front, all had combined to give women a new sense of self, both in 
domestic and public roles. The debates around the writing and rati¬ 
fication of the Constitution and of the state constitutions inspired a 
radical republican ideology which inevitably led some members of 
groups omitted from the political debate to challenge its limits. An 
example of this is the debate between John and Abigail Adams we 
have earlier discussed (Chapter One). The playwright and first his- 



The Right to Learn, the Right to Teach, the Right to Define • 213 


torian of the American Revolution, Mercy Otis Warren, created he¬ 
roic women characters whose strength and dedication to freedom were 
intended to inspire her female contemporaries. But there was no 
willingness on the part of the leaders of the new republic to include 
women in their polity or to grant them a voice in the political de¬ 
bate. Even the concept of 'learned women" was seen as dangerous 
to the unity of the home and with it the community. 

Under such circumstances the definition of "Republican Mother¬ 
hood" had both conservative and liberating aspects. It argued that a 
broad liberal education of the citizenry was essential for the func¬ 
tioning of republican government. An informed citizenry would 
guarantee that democratic rights would not be neglected or abused. 
Mothers would train their sons for republican citizenship and thereby 
they would perform an appropriate function as participants in the 
governance of the republic. 49 

The concept was publicly launched in an address given by Ben¬ 
jamin Rush at the opening of the Young Ladies' Academy in Phila¬ 
delphia in 1787. Rush assumed that men and women would continue 
to function in separate spheres, but that in a republic the role of 
mothers would be elevated to a semi-public function. To perform 
such a function women would of necessity need to be well educated. 

The remarkable spread of female academies between 1790 and 
1820 shows that his message was expressive of an already estab¬ 
lished trend. The nature of the education offered in these academies 
clearly shows their limited concept of the range of women's educa¬ 
tion. At the Philadelphia Academy, for example, which was ad¬ 
vanced for its day, girls were offered a curriculum of Reading, Writ¬ 
ing, Arithmetic, English Grammar, Composition, Rhetoric and 
Geography plus the usual domestic skills. There was no intention to 
offer girls the same education as boys, rather they were to be edu¬ 
cated as pleasing companions, helpers and supporters of middle-class 
men. The male-defined concept of women as mothers and educators 
of their children influencing the destiny of their nation, neatly com¬ 
bined an acceptance of gender-defined roles for women with a rec¬ 
ognition of their actual and potential impact on political society. It 
did so in patriarchal terms: women's impact was to be indirect; it 
was to represent influence, not actual power, and it was to be exerted 
through others and for others. Above all, such political influence was 
defined as a secondary consequence of women's primary maternal 
role, an improvement in their situation and a recognition of their 
actual function, but not a right from which to mount further claims 
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for equality. This was quite different from the feminist argument 
made much earlier by such men as Heinrich Cornelius Agrippa von 
Nettesheim and Francois Poulain de la Barre who had argued for the 
absolute equality of men and women on the grounds of religious, 
moral and natural rights. 

Women, in most cases, defined "Republican Motherhood" some¬ 
what differently. An example is a valedictory oration given by one 
Priscilla Mason at the same Young Ladies' Academy in Philadelphia 
two years after Rush's lecture. After duly apologizing for addressing 
"a promiscuous audience," which might be considered "a novelty," 
Miss Mason proceeded as follows: 

Our high and mighty Lords (thanks to their arbitrary constitutions) 
have denied us the means of knowledge, and then reproached us for the 
want of it. Being the stronger party, they early seized the sceptre and 
the sword . . . they denied women the advantage of a liberal education, 
forbid them to exercise their talents. . . . Happily a more liberal way 
of thinking begins to prevail. 

She exhorted women in the audience to make the most of the new 
educational opportunities and asserted their right to employment in 
the churches and in the courts. Finally, she asked for the formation 
of a "senate of women . . . delegated from every part of the Union" 
to be formed as part of the federal government. 50 

A similar argument was made by Judith Sargent Murray in a 
pamphlet and later expanded in a series of articles. Murray warned 
young women "against a low estimation of self" which might propel 
them into hasty and ill-considered marriages, and urged them in¬ 
stead to become self-confident and self-reliant. 51 Eight years later, 
after having been widowed and having remarried, Murray developed 
her ideas into a fuller feminist argument in a series of magazine 
articles. She pointed out that young girls, by being taught contempt 
for "old maids," were being channeled into accepting any kind of 
marriage offer. Instead, she urged young women to "respect a single 
life and even to regard it as the most eligible. ... I know that 
respectability, usefulness, [!] tranquility, independence, social en¬ 
joyments, and holy friendship, are to be found in a single life; and 
I am induced rationally to conclude, that if minds are not congenial 
. . . a state of celibacy is by far the most eligible." She urged women 
to prepare themselves for possible independence by learning "to ad¬ 
minister by their own efforts, to their own wants." 52 It is note- 



The Right to Learn , the Right to Teach , the Right to Define • 215 


worthy that she reinvented ideas and arguments earlier expressed by 
Mary Astell, of whose very existence she was ignorant. 

The concept of "Republican Motherhood" was utilized to great 
advantage by a shrewd and determined educator who made a major 
contribution to the advancement of women's education in the United 
States. When in 1819 Emma Willard (1787-1870) presented the New 
York State legislature with her well-reasoned plan for a publicly 
supported institution of advanced learning for women, she intended 
to prove that girls were capable of absorbing the same academic sub¬ 
jects offered to boys. After detailing the inequities and educational 
disabilities under which women suffered, she argued: 

It is the duty of a government, to do all in its power to promote the 
present and future prosperity of the nation. . . . This prosperity will 
depend on the character of its citizens. The characters of these will be 
formed by their mothers. . . . It is the duty of our present legislators 
to begin now, to form the characters of the next generation, by con¬ 
trolling that of the females, who are to be their mothers . . . . 53 

Willard, who was not a feminist and would later oppose the or¬ 
ganized woman's rights movement, stressed in her Address that she 
did not recommend a "masculine education" for women nor did she 
argue for women's right to education as citizens. Her plan, although 
it won some legislative support, was not implemented and she pro¬ 
ceeded to found and finance her own school, the Troy Female Sem¬ 
inary, as a pioneering model which set the standards for quality higher 
education for girls. She ran it like a college preparatory school for 
boys, offering instruction in all subjects including Math, Science and 
Philosophy. Her students met formal curricular requirements and 
passed rigorous public examinations. Willard trained more than 12,000 
students in her seminary between 1821 and 1870, many of whom 
became public school teachers. Others of her students became them¬ 
selves the founders of schools, while she collaborated with the edu¬ 
cator Henry Barnard in formulating his plans for public schools. De¬ 
spite Willard's conservative stance, the students who had benefited 
from her rigorous training and moral indoctrination became a mov¬ 
ing force for American feminism. Some, like Elizabeth Cady Stan¬ 
ton, would take direct and personal leadership of the woman's move¬ 
ment; others as professional teachers became models for a new 
definition of American womanhood. 54 

Other pioneers of female education in the United States used the 
same combination of Republican Motherhood ideology and shrewd 
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pragmatism as had Emma Willard. Catharine Esther Beecher and 
Mary Lyon accomplished similar feats of institution-building and 
ideological indoctrination to create new careers for women and im¬ 
bue them with a missionary zeal for promoting the education of 
their sex. Both women, like their earlier predecessor, firmly pro¬ 
claimed themselves opposed to woman's rights advocacy, yet they, 
like Emma Willard, educated a significant cohort of community lead¬ 
ers, many of whom became feminists. 

While the pragmatic institution-builders trained thousands of 
women professionals and helped to develop a new model of wom¬ 
anhood, a few thinkers broadened the argument for women's edu¬ 
cation and developed it into the foundation of a feminist world-view. 
In the American setting this intellectual advance was made by Frances 
Wright (1795-1852), a wealthy and well educated native of Scot¬ 
land, who arrived in America in 1824 determined to support and 
improve American democracy. She was a talented writer and the 
founder of a short-lived utopian community in which she tried out 
her various unorthodox schemes for the improvement of society. 
She advocated a broad spectrum of reforms: the emancipation of 
slaves, birth control, liberal divorce laws, sexual freedom for both 
sexes, free public education for all children from age two upward in 
state-supported boarding schools. The last demand won the support 
of the first American working-class political party, the briefly suc¬ 
cessful New York Workingmen's Association. After 1829 she lec¬ 
tured in Ohio, Pennsylvania and New York, gaining some support 
and arousing much curiosity, hostility and vituperation. A true 
daughter of the Enlightenment, Frances Wright sought to advance 
rationalism and the spirit of free inquiry through the equal access of 
women to education. She said in one of her lectures: 

With regard to their sons, as to their daughters . . . they [parents] 
have only to consider them as human beings, and to ensure them the 
fair and thorough development of all the faculties, physical, mental and 
moral, which distinguish their nature. In like manner, as respects their 
daughters, they have nothing to do with the injustice of laws, nor the 
absurdities of society. Their duty is plain, evident, decided. In a daugh¬ 
ter they have in charge a human being; in a son, the same. ... Men 
will ever rise or fall to the level of the other sex. . . . Let them ex¬ 
amine the relation in which the two sexes stand, and ever must stand, 
to each other. . . . Until power is annihilated on one side, fear and 
obedience on the other, and both restored to their birthright—equality. 

Let none think that affection can reign without it; or friendship, or 



The Right to Learn , the Right to Teach, the Right to Define • 217 


esteem. ... Go then! and remove the evil first from the minds of 
women, then from their condition, and then from your laws . 55 

Frances Wright was limited in her effectiveness by her radical 
sexual ideas and her own lifestyle, which were seen as scandalous by 
her contemporaries. She was personally devastated by a divorce set¬ 
tlement which deprived her of not only all her property but also her 
only child. Yet within a decade of her appearance on the American 
scene, ideas similar to hers found forceful expression in the writings 
and lectures of Sarah and Angelina Grimke and in the writings of 
Margaret Fuller. In the 1840s the linkage between women's educa¬ 
tion and women's civil rights was firmly established both in theory 
and in the practice of thousands of women in their reform and an¬ 
tislavery organizations. 

The argument that women had a right to equal educational op¬ 
portunities, just as they had a right to legal and social equality and 
to the ballot became a founding concept of the newly organized 
woman's rights movement. In 1848 and 1850 that belief was incor¬ 
porated in the basic charter of the fledgling woman's movement in 
the resolutions of the Seneca Falls (1848), the Ohio and the Worces¬ 
ter (Mass.) Woman's Rights conventions (1850). 

The Ohio convention resolutions express the connection with 
particular force: 

Resolved, that all distinctions between men and women in regard to 
social, literary, pecuniary, religious or political customs and institutions, 
based on a distinction of sex, are contrary to the laws of Nature, are 
unjust, and destructive to the purity, elevation and progress in knowl¬ 
edge and goodness of the great human family, and ought to be at once 
and forever abolished. . . . Resolved, That the education of woman 
should be in accordance with responsibility in life, that she may acquire 
that self-reliance and true dignity so essential to the proper fulfillment 
of the important duties devolving on her . 56 

No longer was woman's right to education justified on religious 
and moral grounds or because of her motherly role. No longer was 
it argued on the grounds of her greater appeal as a wife, a compan¬ 
ion to men or as a mother. Woman's right to education is a natural 
right; it is her right as a human being and she may use it for self- 
fulfillment or in pursuit of other goals, for independence or in the 
service of others. The decision is hers to make. 
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The educational opportunities for African-Americans were so se¬ 
verely limited in the pre-Civil War period that the issue of separate 
education for girls did not arise. Black boys and girls generally shared 
whatever inadequate educational facilities were available. Still, there 
were a few black women teachers in the early national period who 
founded and maintained schools for black children. In 1820, fifteen- 
year-old Maria Becraft opened the first boarding school for black 
girls in Washington, D.G. Two decades later the Institute for Col¬ 
ored Youth in Philadelphia became the training ground for a core of 
women teachers who significantly affected the development of black 
schools and whose training could match that of graduates of white 
female seminaries. Fannie Jackson Coppin (1837-1913), a former slave 
who in 1860 graduated from Oberlin College, headed the Institute's 
Female Department from 1869 on for over three decades. Like the 
other great teachers and founders of educational institutions who 
followed in her footsteps, her educational goal was first and foremost 
the elevation of her race and of its mothers. 57 In an adaptation of 
the ideology of Republican Motherhood the African-American pi¬ 
oneer educators developed an ideology which exalted black mothers 
as the emancipators of the race. 

In one of the greatest social experiments in history, nearly a 
quarter-million black children, kept illiterate under slavery, were in¬ 
structed in over 4300 schools within five years of the end of the Civil 
War. Some 45 percent of the teachers of the freedmen were women, 
many of them African-American. The movement of which they were 
a part laid the foundation for the establishment of public schools in 
the South. 58 

The great black educator Anna Julia Cooper, writing the first full¬ 
blown feminist argument in America made by an African-American 
woman, appealed to black men to "give the girls a chance. . . . 
Teach them that there is a race with special needs which they and 
only they can help; that the world needs and is already asking for 
their trained, efficient forces." And she described with great fore¬ 
sight the result of men's hegemony over ideas, concepts and theo¬ 
ries: 

So long as woman sat with bandaged eyes and manacled hands, fast 
bound in the clamps of ignorance and inaction, the world of thought 
moved in its orbit like the revolutions of the moon; with one face (the 
man's face) always out, so that the spectator could not distinguish whether 
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it was a disc or a sphere. ... I claim . . . that there is a feminine as 
well as a masculine side to truth; and that these are related not as in¬ 
ferior and superior, not as better or worse, not as weaker or stronger, 
but as complements—complements in one necessary and symmetric 
whole . 59 

With the beginning of the organized movement for woman's rights, 
male dominance over definitions and mental constructs was under 
continuous challenge. It would take another hundred years in the 
United States before women would gain equal access to all institu¬ 
tions of higher learning, but the trend and the outcome were inevi¬ 
table. The world of thought would no longer reflect only the man's 
face. The other half of the human race had, after two millennia of 
struggle, found its voice and established its claims. At long last, a 
truly human edifice of human thought could and would be built, 
combining the male and the female vision and irrevocably altering 
our view of wholeness. Hereafter we, women and men, would know 
whether the moon is a disc or a sphere. 



TEN,-- 

Female Clusters , 
Female Networks, 
Social Spaces 


The long and slow advance of women intellectuals toward group 
consciousness and toward a liberating analysis of their situation pro¬ 
ceeded in a spasmodic, uneven, and often repetitious manner. Mar¬ 
ginalized from the male tradition and largely deprived of knowledge 
of a female tradition, individual women had to think their way out 
of patriarchal gender definitions and their constraining impact as 
though each of them were a lonely Robinson Crusoe on a desert 
island, reinventing civilization. Not for them the systematic story of 
progress, the methodical building of thesis, antithesis and synthesis 
by which succeeding generations of male thinkers grew taller by 
standing "on the shoulders of giants," each making his small or 
larger contribution to building a common heritage. As we have seen, 
women's creations sank soundlessly into the sea, leaving barely a 
ripple, and succeeding generations of women were left to cover the 
same ground others had already covered before them. How many 
generations of women had to "prove" that they were capable of us¬ 
ing a full and rigorous education as well as their brothers, only for 
the next generation of women to undertake that useless, spiraling 
demonstration all over again ... 

Yet women thought their way out of patriarchy; stubbornly and 
persistently, like drops of water wearing out solid rock, they chal¬ 
lenged patriarchal definitions, prescriptions and explanations. They 
insisted on their capacity for education and, when that argument 
seemed to have been won, they insisted on their right to education. 
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But their arguments and mental constructs remained abstract and 
utopian as long as they were not rooted in transformative social ac¬ 
tion. Only women organizing on behalf of women could generate 
truly liberating thought. 

In this respect women as a group were no different from other 
subordinate groups. Liberating thought is always connected with lib¬ 
erating action in the public arena; thought and action represent two 
aspects of the same process by which social change is generated, with 
theory and practice always in complex tension and interaction. 

The dialogue of the female mystics with God proved the essential 
equality of human beings before God, but it did not and could not 
lead to social change any more than could the artistic self-liberation 
of women of talent throughout the centuries. It was different with 
the utopian visions of religious sectarians, in whose lives personal 
experiences and communal expressions merged. The martyred vic¬ 
tims of persecution, the public witnesses and the re-definers of reli¬ 
gious world-views all shared the capacity to make their private ec¬ 
static experiences part of the collective experience. As they transformed 
their consciousness, they went from the private to the public realm 
and acted in it, that is, they made their lives political. 

Thinking women, like men, not only needed other thinkers against 
whom to argue in order to test out their ideas, but they needed 
audiences, whether private or public. Many of the women discussed 
in this book were in dialogue with a male mentor or antagonist. The 
women engaged in the various phases of the querelle des femmes 
argued with misogynist male predecessors, often sharpening their 
own thinking and arguments in rounds of rebuttals. The women in 
sectarian religious sects defined their own positions against the men¬ 
torship of male leaders and at times, as in the case of Margaret 
Fell and Johanna Petersen, they developed into female leaders work¬ 
ing in collaboration with male co-equal leaders. A beautiful exam¬ 
ple of such collaboration and mutual reinforcement is to be found 
in the household of the Reformation humanist Conrad Peutinger, 
who wrote at one desk in his room, while his wife Margarete 
worked at the other. The husband described the scene to his friend 
Erasmus : 

My wife and I were working at separate desks. She had before her your 
Latin translation of the New Testament and along with it an Old Ger¬ 
man version. She said to me/Tm reading Matthew 20. I see that Eras¬ 
mus has added something which is not in the German." ... [It was a 
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passage concerning baptism.] Then we looked it up in the Vulgate of 
St. Jerome and found that it is not there. We looked then at your An¬ 
notations, where you mention Origen and Chrysostom. My wife said, 
"Let's read them." We did and found there what you have added. 1 

Margarete Peutinger (1481-1552) was celebrated by German hu¬ 
manists as a learned wife, uxor docta. She must have also been a 
model mother, for her first child Juliana was proficient in Latin at 
age three and a year later gave a Latin welcoming address for the 
Emperor Maximilian. Margarete Peutinger also wrote jointly with 
her husband and was an enthusiastic advocate of a new kind of mar¬ 
riage, in which, she said, the woman no longer holds the candle for 
her husband, but by the light of the candle writes or studies by his 
side. 2 

A similar enlightened personal relationship of mutual support 
enabled Olimpia Morata (1526-55) to achieve more than most of 
the learned women of the Renaissance. While others, such as Isotta 
Nogarola and Laura Cereta, depended on the mentorship and intel¬ 
lectual guidance of enlightened men, she worked with a husband 
who fully appreciated her talents. She left Italy after her marriage 
to Andreas Grundler, a German Protestant physician, and shared the 
hardships of his early professional life in a period of religious war¬ 
fare. Yet, unlike most of the learned women of the Renaissance, she 
continued writing on theology, philosophy and the education of women 
even after her marriage. Her reputation was such that she was in 
line for an appointment to a chair at the University of Heidelberg, 
where her husband had secured a professorship. Tragically, both 
husband and wife died in a cholera epidemic; thus the full outcome 
of such a relationship could not develop. Olimpia Morata was only 
twenty-nine years old at the time of her death and yet she was 
known among humanists as poeta docta, a learned female poet. 3 It 
needs to be observed that such heterosexual, mutually supportive 
relationships, while they do occur, are rare in the historical record. 

There is a pattern of clustering in the appearance of European 
and American women intellectuals which seems to me to be more 
than accidental. I reason that all intellectual work is fostered and 
encouraged by institutional support and, despite the appearance of 
talented persons of genius of both sexes in a random scattering across 
the historical time lines, that there is a notable clustering of male 
intellectuals around certain institutions and places. For men, such 
institutions have been feudal courts and, most important, universi- 
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ties. From the 17th century onward, male intellectual support net¬ 
works consisted also of alumni of universities banded together in 
associations, clubs or informal groupings, of urban political and re¬ 
ligious movements, and of salons. The fact that women were ex¬ 
cluded from universities between their founding in the 11th century 
to well into the late 19th century has significantly and adversely 
affected womens's intellectual development and productivity. For not 
only were women excluded from the training such institutions pro¬ 
vided, but they were deprived of the informal networks of profes¬ 
sionals arising out of such institutions of higher learning. 

The "cultural prodding" provided by formal or informal clusters 
of readers, listeners or discussants is an essential element in the de¬ 
velopment of major thinkers. Certainly, it is possible for talented 
individuals to write in isolation and without the response of audi¬ 
ences, but intellectual development depends on response, encourage¬ 
ment, the ability to improve one's work by criticism and the testing 
out of ideas in social interaction. Here, as in other areas, women 
have been seriously disadvantaged by centuries of educational dis¬ 
crimination. 

Women tried in various ways to compensate for these disadvan¬ 
tages, and we will try to trace some of them in this chapter. Most 
intellectually productive women had some male person to provide 
mentorship or encouragement. We have already mentioned the many 
learned women who depended for their intellectual empowerment on 
sympathetic fathers. Elizabeth Elstob was intellectually mentored and 
supported by her brother. In Protestant circles husbands sometimes 
provided that role of intellectual support, as in the cases of Margar- 
ete Peutinger and the wives of the German Pietists Zinsendorf and 
Petersen. There are the examples of the indulgent Duke of Newcas¬ 
tle, the Quaker husbands and those evangelicals in the United States 
whose wives turned to woman's rights. "How does it feel to be known 
as the husband of Mary Livermore?" was the snide question asked 
by a reporter of the Rev. Mr. Livermore, whose wife, a famous and 
popular writer, reformer and lecturer, often helped fill his pulpit and 
co-edited a periodical with him. Mr. Livermore responded with a 
charming smile: "Why, I'm very proud of it. You see, I'm the only 
man in the world who has that distinction." His reply is as notable 
for its good spirit as for its rarity. 

Paradoxically, supportive mentoring males, fathers, brothers or 
husbands, also hampered their female charges' mental independence, 
even as they helped to foster their intellectual growth. There are 
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very few happily married or mated women who helped to advance 
feminist thought and that should not be surprising. It is striking, as 
one looks over the lists of women from different countries, spanning 
over 1300 years, who have developed some aspects of feminist thought, 
how many of them lived what today we would call woman-focused 
lives. Whether by choice or for want of alternative, they removed 
themselves from the marriage-market and focused their most in¬ 
tense activity on abstract thought. Most of them did their significant 
work in the single state, either prior to marriage, during widowhood 
or as women who, by choice, remained single. And further, for most 
of them what mattered most was the existence of some female au¬ 
diences or support network. This is true also for the exceptional 
married woman, like the Duchess of Newcastle or Mary Wollstone- 
craft, who besides having supportive husbands also had female friends 
and readers. 

The horror stories were more frequent, like that of Louise Adel- 
gunde Victorie Gottsched, b.Kulmus (1713-62), known to posterity 
only in the feminine version of her husband's name as "die Gott- 
schedin," a highly intelligent and well-educated woman. She mar¬ 
ried Johann Christoph Gottsched, a man considered the leader of the 
German Enlightenment movement and an advocate of women's ed¬ 
ucation. Besides his major works as a theater and cultural critic, he 
edited several women's magazines, in which he wrote most of the 
articles, using female pseudonyms. His first female pupil, Christiana 
Mariana von Ziegler, was crowned as poet laureate at the University 
of Leipzig and did much to help promote Gottsched's reputation as 
writer and critic. He utilized his wife's considerable talents and eru¬ 
dition to avail himself of the French and English philosophical and 
dramatic literature of his day. 

Although Louise Gottsched was childless, she played a traditional 
wifely role. According to her husband's testimony, "she carried on 
all her domestic work in kitchen, laundry and clothing meticulously. 
And oftentimes she carried on my literary correspondence in my 
name, and answered to many scientific inquiries when I was too 
busy to attend to them myself." 4 

Louise Gottsched seems to have been a woman possessed of pro¬ 
digious energy, as a short survey of her literary activities will show. 
Between 1731 and 1759 she translated eight plays from the French 
and English, including Moliere's Le Misanthrope, and translated six 
or more volumes of philosophy and literature. In a three-year period 
she translated 330 articles from Pierre Bayle's historical dictionary 



Female Clusters, Female Networks, Social Spaces • 225 


from the French, as well as many articles and scientific reports which 
were of interest to her husband. Her own production of poems, some 
articles and plays was spread out over three decades and quite ob¬ 
viously had to fit into the rare periods when she was not occupied 
with her husband's work. Her eight plays, most of which she pub¬ 
lished anonymously, revealed her talent for comedy and sharp char¬ 
acterization. After her death, her husband published a collection of 
her poems and her close friend Dorothea von Runckel published two 
years of her correspondence. This woman, who might have been an 
important playwright, but who instead spent most of her active life 
doing literary drudgery work for her husband, had a 30-year-long 
career behind her, when at age forty-nine she stated that her life 
had been a failure. 5 

There are a number of known historical examples of lovers who 
were also intellectual partners and did joint work, which, for one 
good reason or another, appeared in print under the man's name. 
One of the least controversial of these is the case of William Thomp¬ 
son and Anna Wheeler, both British Owenite Socialists, whose pub¬ 
lication Appeal of One-Half the Human Race was an important and 
influential early feminist tract. 6 Thompson in a letter told how its 
arguments were conceived and developed both by him and Anna 
Wheeler. He referred to himself as "the interpreter and scribe" of 
her sentiments and called the book "their joint property." Yet, it 
appeared under his name only. 7 

Similarly, the American antislavery writer and organizer Theo¬ 
dore Weld produced a documentary study of slavery as an institu¬ 
tion, based largely on the evidence of eyewitnesses. The book is con¬ 
sidered the most important antislavery document prior to the 
publication of Uncle Tom's Cabin, and it sold over 100,000 copies in 
the first year. 8 It was published anonymously in 1839 by the Amer¬ 
ican Antislavery Society, but an introductory note indicated that 
Theodore Dwight Weld was the editor, and subsequent editions have 
ascribed the work solely to him. Yet Weld himself stated in a private 
letter that for six months his wife Angelina Grimke and her sister 
Sarah had searched over 20,000 Southern newspapers for facts to be 
included in the work. 9 These factual citations, without any com¬ 
ment, make up half of the pamphlet. It is also clear from the evi¬ 
dence that the sisters contributed to the editing of the other half, 
which consisted of eyewitness reports, and that they contributed two 
articles of their own. Weld was a strong advocate of women's rights, 
and the suppression of the editorship of the two women was un- 
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doubtedly motivated by his desire to give the work greater authority 
and prestige by its having been authored by a man. 

A similar motivation may have influenced Caroline Schlegel to 
insist that her name not be included as a translator of Shakespeare's 
plays into German. The translations of the plays, a much heralded 
achievement of German literary scholarship, were therefore entirely 
ascribed to her husband, August Wilhelm Schlegel, even though it 
is known that she collaborated on most of them and translated one 
play entirely on her own. 

As a final example, the celebrated intellectual partnership of John 
Stuart Mill and Harriet Taylor Mill, which has often been con¬ 
sidered an exemplary model of sexual equality, resulted in the pub¬ 
lication of several works on which they collaborated under their sep¬ 
arate authorship. But there remained their first joint effort, Principles 
of Political Economy , and the later On Liberty , both of which Mill 
acknowledged as having been the result of their collaboration, both 
credited to him as the author. Of the latter he wrote: "[It was] more 
directly and literally our joint production than anything else which 
bears my name, for there was not a sentence of it that was not 
several times gone through by us together." 10 In this case, one of 
the reasons his name may have appeared on the book was to avoid 
rumors about the couple's liaison while she was still married to John 
Taylor. What is worth noting in all the examples above is that the 
social situation in which women find themselves, their life situation, 
results in their authorship being obliterated, even when their co¬ 
authors are sympathetic and benevolent men. 

Let us now examine some of the support networks of, for and by 
women in more detail and in historical sequence. Because of their 
isolation from intellectual life and because of the societal censure of 
learned women, such women were particularly dependent on finding 
supportive individuals or support networks. I have looked at the 
clusters of learned women, as they appear in the historical record, 
and tried to find what supported their existence. Learned women up 
until the Reformation appear in convents, in families which support 
learning and among noble families in which women are trained for 
sharing in governance. They also appear at certain courts, usually 
those courts in which a learned woman creates a social space suppor¬ 
tive of cultural expression. Dissident or heretical religious move¬ 
ments also provide support and audiences for learned or inspired 
women. In the modern world, clusters of learned women continue 
in some courts, and they appear in the form of a supportive net- 
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works of female friends, which I will call "affinitive clusters." In the 
17th and 18th centuries, female readership constitutes such affinitive 
clusters. I will discuss the development of "social spaces" and "fem¬ 
inist spaces" later in this chapter. 

The earliest historical writing of women emerged from the ab¬ 
beys and convents and took the form of biographies of abbesses writ¬ 
ten by nuns and the collective biographies of orders, known as the 
"sisterbooks," as we will discuss in the next chapter. Hrosvitha of 
Gandersheim honored her Abbess Gerberga as a major influence on 
her own development. The abbey of Helfta fostered the development 
of a number of learned women. These abbeys provided women not 
only with powerful female models but they provided a sheltered space 
in which discourse among women could flourish without challenge 
as to its validity. 

There are clusters of learned women around certain Renaissance 
courts or families. Lucrezia Borgia, the Duchess of Ferrara, created 
a cultural center at her court. Similarly, Isabella d'Este attracted learned 
men and women from all over Europe to her court. An example of 
female learning as part of a family tradition is that of the family of 
Battista da Montefeltro Malatesta (1383-1450), the daughter of An¬ 
tonio, Count of Urbino. Excellently educated before her marriage, 
she studied the literature of Classical Antiquity and corresponded 
with male humanists. In 1433 she greeted the Emperor Sigismund, 
as he passed through Urbino, with a Latin oration. In her widow¬ 
hood she became a sister of the Franciscan Order of St. Clare. Her 
granddaughters, Cecilia Gonzaga and Constanza Varano, to whose 
education she contributed, were, known as learned women. Cecilia 
Gonzaga (1425-51) was educated with her brothers in Vittorio da 
Feltre's school in Mantua. She mastered Greek at the age of eight. 
She resisted her father's efforts to marry her off, and after his death 
both she and her mother entered the Franciscan order. Constanza 
Varano (1426-47) was an accomplished Latinist who wrote orations, 
poems and letters. All her work ceased after her marriage to Ales¬ 
sandro Sforza, lord of Pesaro. She died shortly after giving birth to 
her second child. The most famous descendant of this family was a 
great-granddaughter, Vittoria Colonna (1490-1547). She became a 
famous poet and after the death of her husband, the center of a 
literary circle which included Michelangelo. This is one of the rare 
cases where we can trace a literary family tradition through the women 
of the family. 11 

From the beginning of the 15th century on a remarkable group 
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of women on or near the throne of the kings of France served as 
models of the femme forte, as paragons of female learning and as 
women of power. The transitional figure, an illiterate woman of power 
deriving her authority from divine revelation and the tradition of 
medieval mystics and warrior women, was the peasant girl Jeanne 
d'Arc. In 1429 she roused the lethargic King Charles VII from de¬ 
feat, led an army in his behalf to free Orleans from the English and 
the Burgundians. She saw the King triumphantly crowned at Reims, 
as her visions had predicted. Captured by the Burgundians, she was 
turned over to the English, with Charles VII abandoning her to her 
fate. She was burned as a heretic, but her life and deeds became a 
legend and a symbol of France's national pride. Inspired later in his 
life by his mistress Agnes Sorel, the King completed the expulsion 
of the English from French soil. 

The tradition of strong women in or around the throne of France 
continued into the next generations. After the death of Charles VITs 
heir, his older daughter Anne de Beaujeu (1441-1522) ruled France 
as a regent for her brother, then still a minor. She crushed a rebel¬ 
lion of nobles in 1485 and secured the attachment of Brittany to 
France by forcing the heiress of Brittany, Anne, to marry her brother 
Charles VIII. He assumed his majority in 1491 and ruled until his 
death in 1498, his various military adventures in Italy having failed. 
By contrast his able sister helped to develop the intellectual life of 
the court. She also influenced the education of Anne de Bretagne 
(Brittany) (1477-1514) and of Louise de Savoie (1476-1531), who 
later became the mother of Marguerite de Navarre and Francis I, 
future king of France. 

Anne de Bretagne exerted power mostly in her role as queen 
through her successive marriages to Maximilian of Austria, Charles 
VIII of France and his successor Louis XII. Her impact on her daugh¬ 
ter and granddaughter is of equal interest here. Her daughter, Claude 
de France, married Francis I, who succeeded Louis XII on the throne. 
Thus Francis I (1494-1547) was surrounded by a number of power¬ 
ful, highly educated women who influenced him and his politics: his 
mother, Louise de Savoie, his wife Claude and his sister Marguerite 
de Navarre. 

In her turn, Marguerite de Navarre (1492-1549), whom we dis¬ 
cussed earlier as an author and theological thinker, educated and in¬ 
fluenced Catherine de Medici, wife of Henry II and queen mother 
and regent for her son Charles IX. During her first marriage to the 
Due d'Alen^on, her brother, King Francis I, gave Marguerite the 
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Duchy of Berry, where she made the royal court a center of learning 
and humanism and helped to foster the growth of the University of 
Bourges. After her husband's death she married Henry d'Albret, King 
of Navarre. In Navarre, she once again attracted humanist scholars 
and artists to her court. As a Protestant married to a Catholic in a 
time of fierce religious warfare, her role was that of a peacemaker 
between Catholics and Protestants, and she protected the Protestant 
reformers at her court, often harboring them against her husband's 
will. 

Marguerite de Navarre's daughter Jeanne, on her accession to the 
throne of Navarre, announced her adherence to Protestantism and 
made Navarre a haven for Huguenots. 

In addition to educating her own daughter, Marguerite de Na¬ 
varre also supervised the education of Renee de France, (1528-75), 
Duchess of Ferrara, and of her niece Marguerite de France (1523- 
74). The latter married the Due de Savoie and became herself a rec¬ 
ognized scholar and patron of poets. Both Renee de France and Mar¬ 
guerite de France were sympathetic to Protestantism, but remained 
Catholics as were their husbands. 

We see in this "clustering" an inter-generational laying-on of 
hands by which the transmittal of knowledge to women becomes a 
family tradition. We also see three generations of learned and polit¬ 
ically active women around the French throne. Quite similar clusters 
of powerful and learned women could be found by following the 
various Hapsburg and Tudor queens of the 15th and 16th centuries. 

In the 17th century we find the first affinity clusters, groups of 
women who shared an interest in literature, religion, philosophy and 
women's education. Two striking examples of such groups can be 
found in the one around Anna Maria von Schurman and another 
around Elizabeth Elstob. 

The Dutch scholar Anna Maria von Schurman had a wide circle 
of friends and correspondents, which included some of the foremost 
intellectuals of her time. She corresponded with and was admired by 
Descartes, Cardinal Richelieu, the theologians Friedrich Spanheim 
and Andre Rivet, both of the University of Leyden. Among the women 
she inspired and influenced were Bathsua Makin, Dorothea Chris- 
tiane Leporin, a vigorous advocate of education for women, Queen 
Christina of Sweden, Marie de Gournay and Lucretia Marinella. She 
was a close friend of Princess Elizabeth of Bohemia, who was an 
important intellectual in her own right. 12 Unlike earlier pioneering 
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women thinkers, Schurman was admired by and known to women 
of succeeding generations. 

A similar affinity cluster sprang up in support of Elizabeth Elstob. 
Of the 260 subscribers who made it possible for her first scholarly 
work to be published nearly half were women. 13 Later, when she 
was poverty-stricken and cut off from all academic connections and 
support, it was through the efforts of a local bluestocking and cler¬ 
gyman's wife, Mrs. Sarah Chapone, that George Ballard first learned 
of her plight. Mrs. Chapone wrote a letter to the women of the local 
gentry urging support for Elstob. Among the women who helped to 
find a livelihood for her were the writer Mrs. Delaney [Mary Pen- 
darves]. Lady Elizabeth Hastings, Queen Caroline and the Duchess 
of Portland. 14 Inspired by Elizabeth Elstob's suggestion and the ex¬ 
ample of her life, George Ballard would later edit the important bk> 
graphical encyclopedia, Memoirs of Several Ladies of Great Brit¬ 
ain. . . , 15 

We have already mentioned the circle of women friends who gave 
intellectual, moral and financial support to Mary Astell which en¬ 
abled her to lead an independent life and pursue her literary work. 
She, in turn, by virtually creating the role of the "bluestocking," 
influenced members of that group such as Lady Mary Chudleigh, 
Lady Mary Wortley Montagu, Mrs. Delaney and Mrs. Anne Dewes. 16 

The "bluestockings" represent another affinity group or support 
network for two generations of educated women. A circle of women 
held together by friendship, close association and frequent meetings 
in several country estates and London homes, they provided, in their 
salons, a social space in which men and women with intellectual 
interests could meet socially. 17 As was the case in the French and 
German salons, these gatherings fostered respectful intellectual 
friendships between educated men and women, mostly of the nobil¬ 
ity. They set standards of behavior and taste for polite society and 
served as informal meeting grounds for prospective marriage part¬ 
ners of the nobility and the upper bourgeoisie. Members of the first 
group of bluestockings were Elizabeth Carter, Elizabeth Montagu, 
Catherine Talbot, Hester Chapone, Samuel Johnson, Samuel Pepys, 
George Berkeley, the Rev. Thomas Birch, Samuel Richardson. Women 
of this circle not only found encouragement for their writing in the 
exchange of letters and the serious recognition of their work by 
readings in their gatherings, but they also were encouraged to pub¬ 
lish. For example, Elizabeth Carter's translation of the works of the 
Stoic philosopher Epictetus was published in 1758 after 1031 advance 
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subscriptions had been secured from within the circle of the blue¬ 
stockings and their friends. A generation later, Fanny Burney's third 
novel, Camilla, or Female Difficulties, was published in 1796 on the 
basis of a subscription list gathered by members of the bluestocking 
circle, to which Hester Thrale and Hannah More also belonged. 18 
While the first generation of bluestockings was ignorant of the work 
of the 17th-century feminists, they were familiar with some of their 
counterparts in France, such as Mme. de Sevigne, whose work was 
widely circulated in England. 19 The second generation of bluestock¬ 
ings benefited from the lives and experiences of the first by personal 
acquaintance or by reading their works. 

One manifestation of the benefits of an inter-generational tradi¬ 
tion is the creation of female audiences for the work of women writ¬ 
ers. This happened through the establishment of libraries and pop¬ 
ular magazines addressed to women which created a tradition of female 
readership. 

Another way in which we can trace the existence of female au¬ 
diences for the work of female writers is in looking at the persons 
to whom they dedicated their works. These, generally, fall into two 
categories: the works dedicated to reigning female monarchs or pow¬ 
erful aristocrats who might function as the author's protectress; and 
those works dedicated to women the author admired. In the first 
category falls the dedication by Elizabeth Elstob of An English-Saxon 
Homily .... She acknowledged and thanked her "encouragers . . . 
so many of the Ladies," then offered a remarkable list of exempla 
of early medieval women who contributed to the development of 
English culture, ending with her dedication to "the two greatest 
Monarchs that the World has known: for Wisdom and Piety, and 
constant Success in their Affairs, queen Elizabeth, and anne queen 
of great Britain ." 20 In a similar spirit Mile, de Gournay dedicated 
her essays Egalite des femmes to "Queen Anne d'Autriche," the 
wife of France's King Louis XIII. Bathsua Makin combined the two 
types of dedications when she dedicated her Essay to "all Ingenious 
and Vertuous Ladies" and in particular to Lady Mary, daughter of 
the Duke of York. 21 

Feminist literary critics have shown how in the 19th century 
women writers began to acknowledge women as their muses and 
their role models. Thus, George Eliot admired Harriet Beecher Stowe 
and was decisively influenced in her work by a thorough reading of 
the works of Jane Austen; Elizabeth Barrett Browning admired the 
work of George Sand and Mme. de Stael, while her work, in its 
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turn, was an inspiration to Emily Dickinson. Margaret Fuller and 
Sarah Orne Jewett acknowledged their indebtedness to Mme. de Stael, 
the author of Corinne ; and all of the American nineteenth-century 
woman's rights leaders considered Elizabeth Barrett Browning's Au¬ 
rora Leigh an inspiration. The list could be indefinitely extended to 
show the almost desperate search of writing women for authoritative 
female predecessors. 22 

The creation of female audiences for the work of female authors 
depended, of course, on the development of women's magazines and 
cheap, readily accessible printed novels. This development proceeded 
from the early 18th century on in England and on the continent of 
Europe. In America it occurred only in the first half of the 19th 
century. The clustering of women writers occurs in direct relation¬ 
ship to the development of a female reading public. On the other 
hand, the existence of female readers did not necessarily lead to the 
development or to the spread of feminist consciousness. The rela¬ 
tionship is complex: the existence of a female reading public enabled 
some female writers at last to make an independent living. 23 Some 
of those who did also developed an independent lifestyle, which may 
have led them to an increasingly feminist consciousness. Examples 
of this may be Aphra Behn, Mary Astell and Mary Wollstonecraft. 
On the other hand there are countless examples of female writers 
with vast female audiences who never developed any feminist con¬ 
sciousness; on the contrary many made their living by celebrating 
women's traditional maternal and nurturant functions or by foster¬ 
ing women's romantic focus on love and marriage. 

The development of feminist consciousness depended on a variety 
of factors, most of which we have already discussed: the ability of a 
sizable group of women to live outside of marriage in economic in¬ 
dependence; the demographic and medical changes which enabled 
larger groups of women to forgo reproductive activity or to limit the 
number of their children; women's access to equal education and 
last, the possibility of creating "women's spaces." It is the last factor 
we will need to discuss in some detail before we can trace the devel¬ 
opment of feminist consciousness. The historian Sara Evans has called 
attention to this phenomenon in her study of the development of 
the modern feminist movement in the United States. She listed among 
the preconditions for the development of "an insurgent collective 
identity ... 1) social spaces within which members of an oppressed 
group can develop an independent sense of worth in contrast to their 
received definitions as second-class or inferior citizens; 2) role models 
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of people breaking out of patterns of passivity; 3) an ideology that 
can explain the sources of oppression . . . ; 4) a threat to the new¬ 
found sense of self that forces a confrontation with the inherited 
cultural definitions . . . ; and finally 5) a communication or friend¬ 
ship network through which a new interpretation can spread, acti¬ 
vating the insurgent consciousness into a social movement." 24 

The first and the fifth conditions are of particular interest here. 
Social space has proven historically to be of particular importance in 
allowing women to move from one stage of consciousness to an¬ 
other. Whether this is so because of the pervasive effect of negative 
gender indoctrination on women's self-esteem and courage, which 
make a friendly environment a necessary precondition for their in¬ 
ner liberation, it is hard to say. Historically, men have also needed 
such social spaces to formulate liberating ideologies, but their insti¬ 
tutionalization in universities, trade unions or political parties has 
been readily available. For women, confined by gender restrictions 
to the domestic circle and discouraged from participation in the pub¬ 
lic sphere, such social spaces have had to be privately created. Since 
the locus of women's gender indoctrination has so often been the 
family, the social space necessary for liberating women has had to 
be a space outside the family. 

We have throughout this book discussed the importance of role 
models for women and the deleterious effect of their absence on 
women's consciousness. Because the creation of social spaces for 
women always involves the participation and even leadership of women 
the process itself creates role models. 

In 17th-century France and 18th-century England the salons pre¬ 
sided over by women created spaces for the exchange of ideas. One 
of the main conversational topics throughout the century was the 
definition of women's nature and their role in society, in essence a 
continuation of the ancient querelle des femmes. In these spaces, 
where intellectual men and women treated each other as equals, the 
inclination was to answer the questions raised by the centuries-old 
dispute in favor of the equality of women, at least, on an abstract, 
theoretical level. The practical outcome of these debates was much 
more ambiguous in its effect on women. 

The first of the French salons was that of Mme. de Rambouillet 
in 1617, which exerted great influence on the country's cultural life 
and became the target of Moliere's bitter satire in Les Precieuses 
ridicules. Mme. Madeleine de Scudery's salon followed not long after; 
in it the discussion of the roles of men and women and of the pros 
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and cons of marriage as an institution continued. In theses salons 
genuinely learned women mixed with precieuses whose superficial 
knowledge was merely an affectation, but there is little doubt that 
the existence of salons fostered women's intellectual development. 
By 1760 French salons had changed their function from that of in¬ 
tellectually representing courtly ideals to becoming what one histo¬ 
rian has called "a highly developed community of discourse" for the 
thinkers of the Enlightenment. 25 Under the leadership of Mme. de 
Geoffrin, Mile, de Lespinasse and Mme. Necker the salons became 
democratized, a working space in which people of the nobility and 
of the bourgeoisie mingled on equal footing and developed and spread 
the ideas of the Enlightenment. The women who led the Paris salons 
went through a period of apprenticeship in the salon of an older 
woman before establishing a salon of their own. Mme. de Geoffrin 
"apprenticed" in the salon of Mme. de Tencin for almost twenty 
years. Julie de Lespinasse, before opening her own salon, attended 
that of Mme. de Geoffrin and of Mme. du Deffand for twelve years. 
Hostesses in the salons prepared themselves seriously for the discus¬ 
sions of the evening, at times writing out themes and subjects in 
advance. 26 On another level, 17th-century French salons continued 
to be places in which potential marriage partners of different ranks 
could meet informally. Above all, salons were social spaces in which 
women could develop friendships with men and women based on 
common cultural interests. 27 

In England the earliest known salon is that held in the 16th cen¬ 
tury by Mary Herbert, Countess of Pembroke, sister of Sir Philip 
Sidney, where poets such as Spenser, Shakespeare and John Donne 
mingled with learned women, aristocrats and artists. In the British 
salons of the 18th century, the "bluestockings" continued women's 
patronage of the arts and literature, but they also provided a space 
for women to interact and support the work of other women, as we 
have discussed. 

In the early 18th century there appears a cluster of German women 
intellectuals who encouraged each other and read each other's work. 
Christiana Mariana von Ziegler (1695-1760) conducted a musical and 
literary salon in Leipzig. Her example inspired Sidonia Hedwig 
Zaunemann (1714-40) to pursue a literary career. Fifty years later 
similar circles existed in Darmstadt, Weimar and Berlin, as part of 
the early Romantic movement and they continued to flourish well 
into the middle of the 19th century. 

It would take a separate volume to study in detail the effect of 
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salons on the women who participated in them. Here I will examine 
only one example, that of the early Romantics of Germany. Johanna 
Schopenhauer (1766-1838), the mother of the philosopher Arthur 
Schopenhauer, moved to Weimar with her children after the suicide 
of her husband and there formed one of the first bourgeois salons in 
1806. Since she was poor, she kept the refreshments simple, serving 
only tea, for which court society made her the butt of ridicule. Yet 
Goethe and his circle of friends frequented her salon, rather than the 
more aristocratic ones. 28 The important salons which were closely 
connected with the early Romantic movement were those in Jena of 
Sophie Mereau and Caroline Schlegel and in Berlin of Henriette Herz 
and Rahel Varnhagen. For the poets, philosophers, writers and his¬ 
torians of the early Romantic movement these salons were not only 
social and intellectual centers, but a supportive and highly interac¬ 
tive community which became a testing ground for their philosoph¬ 
ical and political ideas. Members of the Jena circle, a group which 
formed around the publication of the literary journal Das Athe¬ 
naeum (1798-1800) were: the philosopher Fichte; Ludwig Tieck and 
his wife Amalie, the poet Heinrich von Hardenberg, known as Nov- 
alis, and his fiancee Julie von Charpentier; August Wilhelm Schlegel 
and his wife Caroline; his brother Friedrich Schlegel and his mistress 
and future wife Dorothea. This circle was characterized by close in¬ 
tellectual affinity, shared work, familial interrelationships and a will¬ 
ingness to experiment with unusual sexual and household arrange¬ 
ments. 

The early Romantics questioned not only the strictures and con¬ 
straints of bourgeois society but thoroughly explored gender. Sev¬ 
eral of them were influenced by their reading of Oriental philoso¬ 
phies, their study of pre-Christian religions and mythologies. They 
redefined the concept of the "feminine" in a way which glorified and 
romanticized women. Friedrich Schlegel, in his essay "Uber die Dio- 
tima" (1795) and his novel Lucinde (1799), developed the ideal of a 
new androgyny, which would be the combination of a gentle man¬ 
hood and an independent womanhood. Women were welcomed into 
this new world of thought as partners, authors and lovers. 29 But as 
we will see, the patriarchal notion of woman as muse and helpmeet 
of the artist would in the end prevail. 

The women of this circle were uniformly well educated, some of 
them extremely learned, charming, sparkling conversationalists, se¬ 
rious writers and thinkers in their own right and forerunners of the 
"free love" movements of the end of the 19th century in Great Brit- 



236 • The Creation of Feminist Consciousness 

ain and the United States. 30 As were the latter-day free-lovers, these 
women were committed to expressing their philosophical ideas and 
emancipatory convictions in unconventional lifestyles. Several of them 
had one or more divorces and some of them lived with their future 
husbands (or with other men) in free unions prior to their mar¬ 
riages. Caroline Schlegel-Schelling had an illegitimate child; Sophie 
Mereau, who later married Clemens Brentano, lived as a single mother 
for several years after her divorce. The 39-year-old divorced Doro¬ 
thea Veit married Friedrich Schlegel, who was nine years younger 
than she, after living with him for several years. Rahel Levin mar¬ 
ried Carl Varnhagen von Ense, a man twelve years younger than 
herself, when she was forty-eight. Nearly all the women of this 
circle had a number, of passionate love affairs in or out of marriage. 
They retained life-long friendships with former lovers and cultivated 
intellectual friendships with men outside their marriages. A few of 
the women, notably Bettina Brentano and Rahel Varnhagen, had 
passionate erotic and intellectual attachments to women. 

Caroline Schlegel-Schelling (1763-1809) had the most remark¬ 
able life of all the women of this circle. The daughter of a famous 
Orientalist and theologian, she had the finest education then avail¬ 
able. At age nineteen she entered an arranged marriage with a phy¬ 
sician and lived for four unhappy years in a small town. She was 
pregnant with her third child when her husband suddenly died. One 
of her children had died as an infant and the widow with her two 
small children moved back to her family. It was during these years 
she met August Wilhelm Schlegel, who fell in love with her, but 
whom she rejected. Then another tragedy affected her life, the death 
of her three-year-old daughter. Caroline went to live with a child¬ 
hood friend in Mainz, who herself was unhappy in her marriage. 
When the city was captured and occupied by Napoleon's armies, the 
friend left her husband and children to go off with a lover. Caroline 
stayed with the abandoned husband and took care of him and his 
children, but she had a brief affair with a young French officer of 
the occupying army, which led to her pregnancy. Her host's Jacobin 
sympathies and the rumor that she was his mistress led to her ar¬ 
rest. In jail she managed to hide the fact she was pregnant, but she 
was so desperate over the possibility of her pregnancy being discov¬ 
ered that she contemplated suicide. She was freed through the inter¬ 
vention of her brother, whereupon August Wilhelm Schlegel offered 
her shelter and a cover story until the birth of her son. She gave 
her son into foster care and he died at the age of two months. Thus 
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Caroline had lost three children in infancy, with only her daughter 
Auguste surviving. 

August Wilhelm Schlegel proved to be a loyal and undemanding 
friend. His young brother Friedrich desperately fell in love with 
Caroline but did not press his suit, since he considered her engaged 
to his brother. Caroline, who was not in love with August Wilhelm 
but was immensely grateful for his friendship and support, agreed 
to a marriage with him which seemed to her to offer the only way 
out of social ostracism and poverty. She moved with her husband to 
Jena, where she became the central figure in the Jena circle, whose 
members gathered mostly in her home. Her position of social lead¬ 
ership among the Jena Romantics was marred only by bitter rivalry 
and conflict with the woman Friedrich Schlegel had married, Doro¬ 
thea Veit. 

Some years later, the philosopher Friedrich Wilhelm Schelling, 
then twenty-four, entered their circle. He developed a close friend¬ 
ship with Caroline, who was then nearly forty, and fell in love with 
her fourteen-year-old daughter. Caroline, already aware of her love 
for him, agreed to Schelling's engagement with her daughter, but 
the young girl died suddenly in 1800. Schelling and Caroline were 
devastated with grief and guilt and attempted to renounce each other. 
But their relationship resumed after a year's separation. In 1803, 
Caroline secured a divorce from August Wilhelm Schlegel and mar¬ 
ried Schelling. Thereafter her entire existence focused on her hus¬ 
band, with whom she lived happily until her death. 

This extraordinary female life became paradigmatic for the Ro¬ 
mantics and their followers as a woman's self-expression through 
love. But the other side of it also reveals the limitations of the Ro¬ 
mantics' quest for a new sexual order. Caroline Schlegel-Schelling 
left only a slight literary inheritance—a few essays, some reviews, 
many letters and the beginning of an autobiography. Yet she had a 
full literary life as August Wilhelm Schlegel's collaborator in his 
translations of all of Shakespeare's plays. As mentioned earlier, at 
her own insistence her name did not appear in the printed books, 
which became for over a century the standard available German 
translations of Shakespeare. During her marriage to Schelling she 
devoted herself wholly to promoting her husband's career. The price 
Caroline Schlegel-Schelling paid for her self-expression through love 
was the abandonment of her existence as a writer. 31 

The limits of the autonomy of women Romantics are even more 
starkly illustrated in the case of Sophie Mereau Brentano (1770- 
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1806). Unhappily married to Professor F. E. K. Mereau in Jena, she 
began to write novels and poems. Two of her novels were published, 
one by Friedrich Schiller with his high praise, as were two volumes 
of her poetry. She was well established in her literary career when 
she divorced her husband. The poet Clemens Brentano, eight years 
younger than she, fell passionately in love with her and repeatedly 
proposed marriage. She resisted him for two years, while she made 
her living as an editor. After a stormy courtship she lived with him 
and was pregnant with his child when in 1803 she agreed to marry 
him. In the following two years she had two more pregnancies and 
died in 1806, after giving birth to her third child. 

During the courtship Brentano wrote her a long, sarcastic letter 
in which he revealed his passion and his anger at her refusal of him. 
He expressed this in the form of a savage attack on women writers. 
Sophie Mereau answered tongue-in-cheek that his view of women 
writers very much affected her: 

Obviously, this [female writing] is not appropriate to our sex and only 
the extraordinary magnanimity of men has tolerated this abuse for so 
long. ... In the future I will not waste my time in making verses, 
and if I should feel the urge to write, I will try only to write good and 
moral tracts or cookbooks. ... 32 

Yet after her marriage she stopped her own writing and confined her 
literary work to doing translations from English and Italian. 

Among the women of these circles perhaps the outstanding mind 
and most promising talent was Karoline von Giinderrode (1780-1806). 
Excellently educated, she was early orphaned and after the age of 
seventeen lived in a home for Protestant women. Ascetic, highly 
self-controlled and brilliant, she had a charismatic personality and a 
large circle of learned friends. She was a serious student of theology, 
philosophy and history and a highly gifted poet. In 1804 she pub¬ 
lished a volume of prose and poetry under the male pseudonym Tian. 
Her poems were praised and ascribed to various well-known male 
writers. When Clemens Brentano challenged her to admit her au¬ 
thorship and questioned her on why she had decided to publish, she 
answered: 

I have always kept the longing alive and pure within me to express my 
life in a permanent form, to give it the shape which would dignify it to 
stand before the most excellent persons, to greet them and share in their 
community. Yes, I have always sought this collectivity, this is the church 
to which my spirit makes its pilgrimage here on earth . 33 
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Brentano, behind her back, condemned her poems. She continued 
writing poetry, essays, short plays. Her feminist leanings were an 
essential part of her consciousness, despite the contradictions in her 
life. She had two passionate loves in her life, both unfulfilled. The 
writer and future statesman Friedrich Carl von Savigny, with whom 
she had a lifelong intellectual friendship, after a long courtship of 
her, married Brentano's sister Kunigunde (Gunda), because he feared 
Karoline's "manly spirit." Savigny, after his marriage, offered Karoline 
an intimate platonic friendship, to which she agreed. It worked much 
to Savigny's advantage, for now he had a conventional wife and a 
brilliant intimate intellectual friend; for Karoline it only added to 
her misery, frustration and sense of being a freak. Interestingly, it 
was to Gunda Brentano that she expressed her most secret longings: 

I often had the unfeminine wish to die a hero's death, to throw myself 
into the wildness of battle, to die—why was I not born a man! I have 
no taste for female virtues and female bliss. Only what is wild, great, 
brilliant attracts me. This is an unhappy, but incorrigible misapprehen¬ 
sion of my soul; thus it will and must remain, for I am a woman and 
have desires like a man, without the strength of a man . 34 

Her second passion was for the classical philologist Friedrich 
Creuzer, who was already married when she met him. He loved her, 
but was unwilling to leave his wife or get a divorce from her. She 
was greatly influenced intellectually by his studies of Oriental my¬ 
thology and took a keen interest in the study of pre-patriarchal so¬ 
cieties. Creuzer's major work influenced Johann J. Bachofen and 
through him later proponents of feminist matriarchal theories. 35 
Giinderrode wrote a volume of poems and essays in which she de¬ 
scribed her passionate love for him. Creuzer found a publisher for 
the volume, but before the actual publication he had decided to break 
off the relationship. The day she received that news from him, Ka¬ 
roline von Giinderrode committed suicide by killing herself with a 
stiletto in her breast on the bank of the Rhine river. Creuzer there¬ 
upon decided that publication might reflect badly on his reputation 
and withdrew the manuscript from the publisher. It was first pub¬ 
lished nearly a hundred years later in 1906 in an edition of 400 
copies. Giinderrode has been rediscovered only recently by feminist 
literary critics. 

Gunderrode's feminist strivings ended in despair and suicide, yet 
in a strange way they had a formative impact on another woman 
writer of the Romantic circle. Bettina Brentano, sister of Clemens, 
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became a close friend of Giinderrode's a few years before her death, 
in a relationship which was passionately erotic on Bettina's part but 
that of a mentor/pupil on Karoline's. Bettina compared their friend¬ 
ship to that of Plato and Dion of Syracuse. The correspondence be¬ 
tween the two women-is fascinating in its richness, its intellectual 
and emotional intensity and in the way these two aspects of the self 
were merged for both women. Bettina, who read various philoso¬ 
phers at Karoline's suggestion and found them quite unpalatable, 
decided that the two of them should develop their own religion as a 
first step toward founding their own culture. Bettina wanted to com¬ 
bine self-development, rigorous mental discipline, with "the ener¬ 
gies of desire" (Sehnsuchtsenergien), a concept by which she meant 
something akin to the 20th-century feminist concept of erotic power. 36 
Bettina proposed that they call their new system a "floating reli¬ 
gion" (Schwebereligion) to indicate its protean, structureless fluid¬ 
ity. Its first principle must be a rejection of formal education: 

That means no educated types, everyone is supposed to be curious about 
him- or herself and should attempt to mine the self as though it were 
a piece of metal to be brought up from the deep or a spring, all of 
education should be focused on letting the spirit come to light . 37 

This passage typifies their thinking in terms of a unity of knowl¬ 
edge, intuition and desire and the concept that an inner spirit, with 
its own form, is immanent in each person and can be found only 
through intuition and openness to feeling. In another of her letters 
to Giinderrode, at whose recommendation Bettina had read the works 
of Fichte, Kant and Schelling, she offered a penetrating critique of 
the male mode of thought and the pretensions of academics: 

Do you know how I feel?—Dizzy . . . I'm embarrassed to have to at¬ 
tack the language with sledgehammer and axe in order to penetrate it 
. . . Don't you think philosophers are terribly arrogant. . . . Wisdom 
has to be natural, why should it need such disgusting paraphernalia in 
order to get into motion; it lives, after all? . . .It appears to me that 
the philosopher does not so much lie at the breast [of nature] and trust 
her . . . rather, that he is engaged in theft, to see what he can pry 
from her to digest in his secret factory. . . . and then he shows to his 
pupils how his perpetuum mobile works, and he is in a real sweat, and 
the pupils are astonished and end up feeling dumb . 38 

Had the collaboration and intellectual interchange between these 
two women continued, it might have led to a real advance in fem¬ 
inist consciousness. On the contrary, Giinderrode broke off her in- 
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timacy with Bettina at the insistence of Creuzer, who disliked both 
Bettina and her brother. Still, Bettina was devastated by Giinder- 
rode's suicide and by her inability to read earlier signs of despair 
and depression in her friend. Many years later, she kept her mem¬ 
ory alive in an epistolary novel Die Giinderode, in which she rescued 
many of her friend's letters from oblivion. 39 

Bettina Brentano von Arnim (1785-1859) is the most interesting 
of the women of the German Romantic movement and the only one 
who can be said to have realized herself fully. After the death of 
both parents she went to live with her grandmother, Sophie de la 
Roche, a well-known writer, who encouraged Bettina's intellectual 
development and her independence. Bettina never felt suppressed and 
from childhood on cultivated a distinctive "personality," sponta¬ 
neous, straightforward, impetuous and charming. Her family and 
friends considered her "odd" and worried about her unwillingness 
to conform to the social standards appropriate to her station in life. 
She was restless, both mentally and physically, and even into her 
old age friends would notice that she never sat still, but shifted from 
the seat of a chair to its arms or to sitting crosslegged on the floor. 

After Gunderrode's rejection of her, Bettina began a friendship 
with the mother of Goethe, which she would, in later years, use as 
the basis for her highly successful book, Goethe's Briefwechsel mit 
einem Kinde (Goethe's Correspondence with a Child). She met Achim 
von Arnim through her brother Clemens, whose best friend and col¬ 
laborator he was, and married him in 1811. 40 For the next twenty 
years she lived the conventional life of rural domesticity, struggling 
to manage a country estate, keep up her literary and intellectual 
interests and raise seven children. Unlike the other women of her 
circle she never felt the need to submerge her talents to foster a man 
of genius; on the contrary, she encouraged Amim's work while being 
fully conscious of his limitations and keeping up her own mental 
growth. 

It was as a widow that she began a flourishing literary career. 
She moved to Berlin, where she not only became part of the literary 
circle of Rahel Varnhagen but established her own salon, which was 
more political than literary in its orientation. Her first book, men¬ 
tioned above, published in 1835, was a free and imaginative account 
of her contacts and correspondence with Goethe, in which she cast 
herself as the admiring "child" to the great man. It is this book on 
which her literary reputation rests, yet today it emerges as less im¬ 
portant than some of her other works. Her second publication, the 
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memoir of Giinderrode (published 1840), continued in the epistolary 
form of her first book and set a precedent for self-revelatory and 
autobiographical writing. Her third book was an adaptation of her 
correspondence with her brother Clemens, published in 1844. 

Bettina von Arnim took a strong interest in social and political 
questions and, during a period when the men in her circle began to 
embrace conservative and reactionary causes, she became ever more 
radical. It began during the cholera epidemic in Berlin in 1831, when 
she physically nursed the poor and organized a vast relief effort in 
their behalf. While Clemens Brentano converted to Catholicism and 
set up residence next to a stigmatized nun in order to share in 
her sanctity, and her brother-in-law Carl von Sevigny became a 
Catholic-Conservative minister, Bettina collected documentary evi¬ 
dence in the slums of Berlin on the condition of the poor. Bettina 
published a persuasive political tract, Dies Buck Gehort dem Konig 
(This Book Is for the King, 1843), cast in the form of a Socratic 
dialogue of an older woman (presumably the highly respected Frau 
Rath, Goethe's mother) with various interlocutors. The books also 
contained sections of pure documentary description of the condition 
of the poor in the city, which had been collected by a Swiss man of 
Bettina's acquaintance. She argued powerfully for a change in social 
policy, addressing King Friedrich Wilhelm IV as though he were a 
king of the people. Her dedication to the King was a public challenge 
and proved to be a clever device for avoiding censorship. The book 
was widely read and reviewed and was printed in another edition. 41 

Bettina also supported the cause of the starving Silesian weavers, 
whose condition she documented in Das Armenbuch (The Book of 
the Poor). The book was at the printer when the weaver rebellion 
was brutally suppressed. Brentano-Arnim, who had already made 
herself politically suspect by her earlier book, feared persecution and 
withdrew the manuscript from the printer. Nevertheless, she was 
harassed by the government, which took the form of a lawsuit for 
slander filed against her by a Berlin magistrate in 1846. It followed 
upon her publication of her book Dies Buck Gehort dem Konig in a 
private publishing venture. The magistrate demanded that she apply 
for the rights of a citizen (Burgerrecht), apparently the right, as a 
person of the nobility, to engage in a bourgeois trade. Brentano- 
Arnim replied that she would be delighted to accept this right as a 
badge of honor, but that she would not buy it. She explained that 
she considered the right of the citizen higher than that of the nobil¬ 
ity, but that she placed above both "the rights of the class of prole- 
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tarians without whose character strength, survival skills in misery, 
self-denial and thrift the well-being of the whole could not exist." 42 
These words formed the basis for the slander suit, for which the 
court sentenced her to the longest jail sentence it was possible to 
give a person of the nobility, two months. It was only through the 
intervention of Savigny that the sentence was suspended. 

Still, Bettina von Arnim continued to her death to embrace the 
cause of various groups of the oppressed: the poor, the criminal, the 
insane. She wrote public appeals in behalf of the Polish people, the 
ghetto Jews of Frankfurt, the political prisoners of the 1848 Revo¬ 
lution. Her incipient and thwarted feminism led her to become an 
advocate against all forms of oppression. Her strong advocacy of Jewish 
interests, both in her essays and her political writing is all the more 
remarkable in contrast to the overt anti-Semitism of her brother. 43 

It was characteristic of the male Romantics, many of them mem¬ 
bers of the nobility, that they mingled freely with wealthy Jewish 
women in the salons. In a sense both sides were members of mar¬ 
ginal groups in the period of rising capitalism, and their intellectual 
encounters were full of tensions and mutual inspiration. But the 
relationships were one-sided in their effect: all of the Jewish women 
of this circle converted to Christianity, some because of true conver¬ 
sion, others because it was the sole condition of their marrying the 
men of their choice. Dorothea Veit-Schlegel was the daughter of the 
famous Jewish philosopher Moses Mendelssohn. Her marriage with 
Friedrich Schlegel took place only after her conversion to Protes¬ 
tantism, but her later conversion to Catholicism was the result of a 
serious spiritual quest. Some Jewish women who converted were 
nevertheless spurned by their aristocratic Christian admirers. Thus, 
Rebecca Friedlander divorced her Jewish husband, but the man she 
loved, Graf Egloffstein, had no intention of marrying a Jewish con¬ 
vert. Similarly Rahel Levin, despite her conversion, was spurned by 
Karl von Finkelstein. Her second aristocratic admirer, Karl Varn- 
hagen von Ense, waited years to overcome the prejudices of his fam¬ 
ily before he married her in 1814. The historian Deborah Hertz has 
suggested that the preponderance of Jewish salon women who con¬ 
verted to Christianity was due to their desire for making hyperga- 
mous marriages, but she also shows that it represented a rebellion 
against the traditional Jewish upbringing in which they were denied 
education. Most of the Jewish salon women, in contrast to the noble 
women, were self-educated. 44 

Rahel Levin Varnhagen von Ense (1771-1833) is the last of the 
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women of the Romantic movement whose life and career we should 
consider. Born in Berlin in a wealthy merchant family, she lived 
under financially strained circumstances after her father's death. Al¬ 
though she was a prolific writer, mostly of letters, she published 
little during her lifetime. She lived in an attic room in her mother's 
house in Berlin, where from 1806 on she conducted her celebrated 
salon. Her major impact on her contemporaries was as a brilliant 
conversationalist, whose ability to attract outstanding men from the 
realm of literature, philosophy, court life, art and politics to her cir¬ 
cle made her a cultural leader. Her salon was frequented by the 
Romantic poets, the philosophers Hegel and Schleiermacher, the 
philologist Wilhelm von Humboldt and the brothers Jacob and Wil¬ 
helm Grimm. Her literary reputation was established only when her 
husband published her correspondence after her death. Her letters, 
which revealed a deeply searching, highly individualistic mind had 
enormous impact on generations of women. Fanny Lewald, an early 
German feminist, found in Rahel a forerunner of her quest for in¬ 
dependence and autonomy. Ellen Key, who wrote Rahel's biography 
in 1907, considered her letters indispensable literature for women. 
In the 20th century her role as a vanguard feminist was recognized, 
even though her most famous biographer, Hannah Arendt, ignored 
that aspect of her thinking. 45 

Rahel Levin was early alienated from her Jewish religion and cul¬ 
ture, probably through the bitter conflict with her harsh and author¬ 
itarian father. She suffered all her life from the slights, disparage¬ 
ment and discrimination she experienced as a Jew, yet she never felt 
or expressed a sense of solidarity with fellow Jews. For her, the de¬ 
cision to be baptized was an effort at finding acceptance in the com¬ 
munity of intellectuals in which she lived; yet, once accomplished, 
her conversion did not lessen her feelings of isolation. 

One can only surmise that her sense of being deviant, different 
and, despite the numerous affirmations given her of her popularity, 
of not being loved are more likely grounded in her being a woman 
of exceptional talent than in her being a Jew. She wrote about her¬ 
self: “What can a woman do, if she is also human?'' 46 And else¬ 
where: 

I am as unique as the biggest appearance on this earth. The greatest 

artist, philosopher or poet does not rank above me. We consist of the 

same element. He who seeks to exclude the other, only excludes him- 
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self. But I was consigned to living; and I remained unrealized until my 

century and so I am, seen only from the outside, submerged . 47 

This perception of being stifled, choking, misunderstood is often 
expressed in her letters. Like the other women of the Romantic 
movement, she had several passionate loves for men who did not 
appreciate her and spurned her. Only Varnhagen offered her total 
admiration and acceptance. Like Bettina, Rahel also had passionate 
friendships with women, one with Regina Friedlander which lasted 
six years, another with Pauline Wiesel which was very intense and 
of long duration. Rahel wrote to her "Dearest beloved friend [using 
both the female and male version of the word "friend" in German] 

. . .You are alone, separated from me and I am alone separated 
from you. Only once could nature have made it possible for two 
creatures such as us to live at the same time. In this day and age 
. . . ."Is this merely loneliness and a general sense of alienation 
or is this an expression of a homoerotic love which frightened her? 
We will never know, for Karl Varnhagen edited out most of the 
correspondence of these women friends. 

In comparison with other clusters of writing women, the women 
of the early Romantic movement were particularly privileged. The 
social space in which they moved or which they created was based 
on an acceptance of female intellectual equality and even leadership. 
The men in their lives were profoundly and sincerely devoted to 
deconstructing traditional gender definitions and several of them made 
theoretical contributions to that endeavor. All of these women were 
economically privileged, even when they were not rich, and most of 
them were not overburdened with domestic responsibilities. Like the 
learned women of the Renaissance, they were precocious and most 
of them had literary careers early in life. Unlike most of their pre¬ 
decessors they enjoyed intellectual discourse with and acceptance from 
the men in their circle, who were themselves men of great talent 
and accomplishments. Yet seen from a long-range perspective, where 
did it all lead? 

The women lived amazingly autonomous, self-defined lives and 
they broke a great many conventions and sexual taboos. They antic¬ 
ipated the lifestyle of the free lovers of a much later period; in frag¬ 
ments and isolated expressions they revealed their authority as thinkers 
and their high ambitions. Of the ten or twelve women of that circle, 
six were writers. Of them one committed suicide at age twenty-six; 



246 • The Creation of Feminist Consciousness 

one married happily and died in childbirth at age thirty-six, having 
given up writing after her marriage; two devoted themselves en¬ 
tirely to their husbands' careers and gave up their own work; Rahel 
hardly published during her lifetime. Only Bettina Brentano achieved 
the impossible dream: to combine the life of a woman—love, friend¬ 
ship and children—with the life of the mind. Yet her achievements 
as a writer only occurred during her widowhood and old age. 

The clustering of thinking women and the creation of audiences 
for their work did not necessarily lead to the development of fem¬ 
inist thought. This can be seen also by studying the lives and works 
of the women active in the 1848 revolutions in Germany and France, 
the American socialists and anarchists of the turn of the century and 
the women in the utopian communities. As the example of the women 
of the early Romantic movement shows, even the availability of so¬ 
cial spaces in which men and women attempted to live with some 
semblance of equality and mutual respect did not lead women to 
advance feminist consciousness. It may even have had a contrary 
effect on them in that it encouraged them voluntarily to submerge 
their intellectual lives to those of the men with whom they lived. 

Of the ingredients essential for the development of feminist 
thought and theory what was missing in all these social spaces was 
a knowledge of women's history and autonomous female organiza¬ 
tions which might have tested women's thinking and experience in 
action. Women must organize for themselves and in their own in¬ 
terests before they can fully think their way out of patriarchy. 



ELEVEN -- 

The Search for 
Women's History 


The history of Western civilization, it is generally believed, began 
at Sumer, at the start of the second millennium B.C., as a direct 
consequence of the development of writing, which dates nearly a 
thousand years earlier. History, the preservation and collection of 
written documents and their constant reinterpretation by succeeding 
generations of specialists, is dependent on the literacy of at least an 
elite group and has, for most of these 4000 years in Western civili¬ 
zation, served the interests of ruling elites. This is to distinguish it 
from the process of historical development, which takes place regard¬ 
less of the existence of literacy or interpretation and in which non¬ 
elite groups participate equally or perhaps even more significantly 
than elites. What I am concerned with here is the written History 
of literate societies and the way it has affected and treated men and 
women differently. 

The first documents produced for the purposes of historical pres¬ 
ervation and interpretation were the Sumerian and latter-day “king 
lists." The first such list starts with ten kings who presumably reigned 
before the Flood, and the next lists 19 kings who reigned after the 
Flood, and others down to the Third Dynasty of Ur. The length of 
each king's reign is given, amounting to fantastically long periods, 
such as 1500 or 1200 years each, a fact which presumably is to en¬ 
hance the king's importance. Yet despite such unscientific elements, 
the Sumerian king lists have been at least partially validated by ar¬ 
chaeological and other evidence, so that they can truly serve as the 
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basis for historical documentation. 1 These lists of rulers, often in¬ 
cluding mythological figures as well as real persons from the past, 
were used to legitimate the claims of authority of existing rulers, 
many of them usurpers. By virtue of such lists a king of question¬ 
able authority could claim descent from a god or a goddess or trace 
his lineage to a recognized ruler of the past. Those included in the 
lists tended to become heroic, often mythologized figures, endowing 
the collectivity that claimed them, in most cases newly established 
city-states, with a legitimate and recognizable past. Thus the record¬ 
ing, historicizing and legitimating functions of these earliest mani¬ 
festations of historical activity cannot be separated from their ideo¬ 
logical function and their psychological impact. By way of the king 
lists, disparate groups of tribes, clans or villages could become linked 
through a common past and the promise of a common future into a 
not-yet existing statehood. The psychological impact of being able 
to identify with such illustrious and perhaps heroic predecessors 
functioned to impart pride of group adherence, regional identity and 
personal pride to even the humblest members of the group. This can 
be shown with particular force in the "king list" represented by the 
list of "begats" in the book of Genesis. The generations of Israelites 
there listed reach from the time of the Kingdom of David well into 
the dim and timeless past of the patriarchs, whose covenants with 
God legitimated the claims to dominance and authority of their heirs 
into future generations. Here male begat male without the interven¬ 
tion of women, and the male covenant community was extended to 
the beginning of time. 

The next step in the development of written History comes when 
rulers engrave and preserve, on steles or monuments, a record of 
their victories or of the laws they enacted. The earliest such records 
in the Ancient Near East date from the second millennium B.C. 
From that period on, societies generated a vast store of "documents" 
of all kinds, from trade bills and inventory lists to ration lists, con¬ 
tracts, judicial decisions and agreements between states and their rulers. 
History through interpretation by an individual, who either bases 
his conclusions on his own observations or on the perusal of written 
documents, does not develop until more than a 1000 years later. 

For nearly 3800 of the 4000 years of the recorded History of 
Western civilization the record mainly concerns the activities, expe¬ 
riences and achievements of men. Not of all men, either, but a nar¬ 
row group of powerful elites. Women have participated in civiliza¬ 
tion-building equally with men, in a world dominated and defined 
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by men. In the period when written History was being created, women 
already lived under conditions of patriarchy, their roles, their public 
behavior and their sexual and reproductive lives defined by men or 
male-dominated institutions. Women were then already education¬ 
ally disadvantaged and did not significantly participate in the crea¬ 
tion of the symbol system by which the world was explained and 
ordered. Current scholarship holds that women made no significant 
impact on the writing of History until the late 18th century. The 
single exception, frequently cited, is Christine de Pisan, whose soli¬ 
tary attempt at creating a Women's History sank into oblivion. I 
will show that while this generalization is true in its broadest out¬ 
lines, there is a significant and almost constant effort on the part of 
women to create Women's History from the 7th century A.D. for¬ 
ward. 

Women's effort at History-writing followed the same pattern men 
had much earlier created: the making of lists of notables and hero¬ 
ines; the documenting of individual lives and exploits; the docu¬ 
menting of the histories of communities; the interpretation of past 
documentation from a particular point of view and finally, in the 
19th and 20th centuries, "scientific History." 

Because of the particular conditions under which women's intel¬ 
lectual development took place, progression from one stage to an¬ 
other in this process did not go smoothly and in a pattern in which 
one generation built upon the achievements of another. Quite the 
contrary, it developed in a repetitive, circular pattern, with genera¬ 
tion after generation of women repeating what others had done be¬ 
fore them. Thus, women's progress into historical consciousness was 
doubly delayed—by educational disadvantaging and by a lack of 
knowledge of the work of their predecessors. As we have seen in the 
case of women's Bible criticism, women had to rediscover their his¬ 
tory over and over again. 

The documenting of individual lives by women writers first oc¬ 
curred in cloisters. One of the first known examples of this kind of 
historical biography is the Life of St. Radegund by the nun Baudo- 
vinia, written in the 7th century. Baudovinia identified herself in 
her work as a woman and a nun, yet her biography was disparaged 
by scholars in later centuries in comparison with the earlier biogra¬ 
phy of St. Radegund by Bishop Venantius Fortunatus. Baudovinia, 
writing at the abbey of Chelles in the period 609-14, intended to 
supplement her predecessor's work and to create in the persona of 
St. Radegund a heroic figure her fellow nuns could emulate. Rade- 
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gund—the Thuringian princess whom we discussed in Chapter Two— 
was forced to marry the Merovingian King Chlotar, she endured an 
unhappy marriage and fled from it into monastic life. Baudovinia 
concentrated on the second half of Radegund's life, when she lived 
in a cell near the cloister she had built at Poitiers. Baudovinia de¬ 
picted Radegund as an outgoing woman, nurturant and solicitous of 
her nuns and deeply concerned with her role as a peacemaker among 
warring kings. 2 

Another female historical biographer was a nun of Chelles who 
wrote the earliest version of the vita of St. Balthild, shortly after 
the Abbess's death in 670. At that time Chelles was still a female 
community, but during the reign of St. Balthild's successor Bertila 
(d. 705) it was transformed into a double monastery. The biographer 
of St. Balthild must have known her well, for the story abounds in 
evidence of the Abbess's motherly kindness both in her earlier role 
as a reigning queen and in her later role as Abbess of Chelles. The 
medievalist Suzanne Wemple concludes that the appearance of the 
same themes of motherliness and peacefulness in both biographies is 
not due to imitation but rather represents a female viewpoint toward 
the two subjects. 3 Hugeburc (d. c.762), a well-educated Saxon nun 
who came to Germany with her relative Wynnebald, a co-worker of 
St. Boniface, joined the convent of Heidenheim, which Wynnebald 
had founded ten years earlier, and became its Abbess. She wrote two 
biographies, one of Bishop Wynnebald and another of his brother 
Willibald, describing the latter's seven-year pilgrimage to the Holy 
Land. This is not only a travel book but an account of the conversion 
to Christianity of Germans and Franks, thus, in a rudimentary way, 
a historical account. She indicated her authorship by a cryptogram 
of her name in the earliest extant manuscript. 4 The Carolingian Re¬ 
naissance, which expanded educational opportunities mostly for men 
but also for female members of the royal family, did not lead to the 
fostering of women's authorship. While women continued to be well 
educated in nunneries as scribes, librarians and teachers, the Caro¬ 
lingian revival of learning was institutionalized in the court and in 
monastic schools. It was not until the 10th century that another 
female writer made a considerable contribution to the development 
of Women's History. 

The nun Hrosvitha of Gandersheim (932-1002?) came from the 
high nobility, and possibly was a member of the royal family. She 
may have entered the convent early in her life, where she received 
an excellent education which included not only religious subjects but 
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Latin prosody, mathematics, astronomy and music. The convent's 
rich library may have helped to foster her education. At the time 
she was at Gandersheim this powerful abbey was freed both from 
Church and royal rule, with the Abbess having supreme authority. 
The Abbess of Gandersheim had her own court of law, sent the no¬ 
bles on her lands to battle and had a seat in the Imperial Diet. Some 
of the nuns, presumably Hrosvitha among them, were actually can- 
onesses. They had to take only vows of chastity and obedience, not 
vows of poverty and with permission were free to move in and out 
of the cloister. They could own books and some property and were 
permitted to have servants and receive visitors. 5 

Hrosvitha left a major body of work consisting of eight verse 
legends, six rhymed plays, a poem depicting scenes from the Apoc¬ 
alypse and two historical poems. She also wrote two vitae of the 
major patrons of Gandersheim—Anastasius and Innocentius—but the 
manuscripts have been lost. 6 The latest scholar who extensively ana¬ 
lyzed her work, Peter Dronke, believes that there is good evidence 
that her plays were performed or at least read aloud at court during 
her lifetime. 7 What is of special interest here is not only her talent 
as a writer and her being the first known European female play¬ 
wright but the fact that all of her work is concerned with history 
and especially the history of women. The legends are all historical, 
either in the sense of collecting past and present versions of legends 
about a certain figure or in the sense of dealing with a heroic saint 
of the past. The poem "Maria" belongs in the first category, the 
others all belong in the latter category. Five of the poems deal with 
Christian saints of the past and dramatize their miraculous salvation 
through the intercession of Christ or the Virgin. One poem, "Gon- 
golf," describes the murder of a saintly Frankish king by his wife's 
lover and the swift punishment of the sinning pair. While the main 
themes which recur in Hrosvitha's plays concern miraculous salva¬ 
tion, the triumphs of martyred faithful even over death, and the 
powers of virginity, it is interesting to note that even in these ear¬ 
liest works the author seems to have a historical perspective and 
consciousness. In her Preface she explains the authenticity of each 
tale by giving its provenance, most of it coming from books available 
to her in the library of Gandersheim. In the single case of a poem 
about a contemporary, the poem "Pelagius," which describes the 
martyrdom of a Christian youth who repelled the lecherous ad¬ 
vances of a Moorish tyrant and is miraculously delivered from death, 
the poet tells us that she heard the story from an eyewitness. "So if 
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in either book I have included anything false in my composing, I 
have not misled of my own account/' she explains, "but only by 
incautiously imitating misleading sources." 8 This rudimentary ef¬ 
fort at documentation and source-critical analysis is quite remarkable 
in an age in which literature freely combined real stories, fabulous 
and miraculous events, legends, biblical sources and fantasy without 
distinction. 

The six plays are patterned after plays of the Roman poet Ter¬ 
ence, but they are turned into Christian morality plays. One of the 
main changes the medieval playwright makes is that in her plays the 
women are at the center of the action and their agency decides the 
outcome of the plot. 9 While the plots may seem preposterous to 
contemporary readers, the plays are well crafted, the dialogue is lively, 
and in some of the plays tragedy and burlesque humor mix effec¬ 
tively. For our purposes the plays Dulcitius, Callimachus and Sap- 
ientia are most interesting, for in them Hrosvitha comes closest to 
expounding her views about the power of women. 

Dulcitius deals with the martyrdom of three virgins who are 
brought before the Emperor Diocletian, who orders that they be 
married. But the young girls resist, explaining they have vowed to 
live as virgins. They are turned over to Governor Dulcitius and im¬ 
prisoned by him. Threatened with rape by the Governor, they are 
saved by a miracle; he mistakes the pots and pans in the kitchen for 
the objects of his passion and attacks them until his face and body 
are covered with soot, while the girls watch him through a crack in 
the wall and laugh at him. He then hands the maidens to Sisinnius, 
who is charged with administering punishment to them because they 
refuse to worship the Roman gods; but he too becomes the victim 
of delusions. Still he succeeds in getting two of them burnt and the 
third shot to death with arrows. Here, Hrosvitha stresses two of her 
major themes: the power of chastity over male power, and salvation 
through martyrdom. Yet the source of her play is historical; the 
play is based on edicts of the Emperor Diocletian as taken from The 
Acts of Christian Martyrs. 

The play Callimachus also deals with rape. Callimachus tells 
Drusiana he loves her, but she refuses him not only because she is 
already married but because she has taken the vow of chastity. He 
threatens her with rape and she asks Christ to help her die. Her 
wish is granted, thus creating, another illustration of the theme of 
women's power to be sanctified through martyrdom. But Calli¬ 
machus enters her tomb to rape her corpse. Before he can carry out 
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this evil design he is killed by a snake. He and Drusiana are later 
resurrected and he is converted to her beliefs. Again, the theme is 
woman's power, not only of petition and steadfast resistance but also 
of effecting miraculous conversions. Hrosvitha's depiction of the rapist 
in one play as a ludicrous fool whose power is illusionary and in the 
other as a perverse monster is certainly a remarkable evidence of 
feminist consciousness at this early period. 

The play Sapientia also deals with the martyrdom of three holy 
virgins who are put to death in the presence of their mother Sapien¬ 
tia. The mother encourages them to bear their sufferings and after 
their death she embalms their bodies and buries them. Forty days 
later, while she is praying at her children's grave, her spirit is borne 
to heaven. The moral here is the strength of chastity, which gives 
pious women the power to overcome the earthly might of men, even 
emperors, and to lead women to salvation. 

The first of Hrosvitha's purely historical works, Gesta Ottonis, 
was undertaken at the command of her Abbess Gerberga. Appar¬ 
ently the author was somewhat reluctant to undertake this work, as 
she explains in her Dedication to Gerberga: 

Thou hast indeed imposed upon me the difficult task of narrating in 
verse the achievement of an august emperor, which thou art well aware 
was impossible to gather abundantly from hearsay. . . . There are things 
of which I could find no written record, nor could I elicit information 
from anyone sufficiently reliable. I was like a stranger wandering with¬ 
out a guide through the depth of an unknown forest where every path 
was covered over and mantled with heavy snow . 10 

The fact that Hrosvitha had been given the assignment to celebrate 
the life and deeds of her sovereign Otto I, who also was the uncle 
of her superior, the Abbess Gerberga, speaks to the great reputation 
she had established by the age of thirty, as a result of her plays and 
poems. Such an assignment was expected of court poets or poets 
laureate; Hrosvitha was, however, quite uneasy with it and cut short 
her account of the civil war among members of the royal Saxon 
family. The poem, which was written between 965 and 968, ends 
when Otto I was at the height of his power as a king but before he 
became emperor. As she states in the quote above, she did cut her 
account short because she felt uneasy about the availability of neu¬ 
tral, reliable sources, which speaks strongly for her consciousness of 
herself as a historian obliged to provide a balanced account. But the 
task was also difficult for her because of her sex. “I do not think it 
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fitting for a frail woman abiding in the enclosure of a peaceful mon¬ 
astery to speak of war, with which she ought not even to be ac¬ 
quainted. These matters should be reserved for the toil of qualified 
men. . . ." n This concession to gender and female weakness, the 
"humility topos," may in fact be no more than a convenient excuse 
by which a by then self-confident author faced with an unpleasant 
task reserved her right to control her own material. 

Hrosvitha reacted quite differently when faced with the request 
to write a history of the abbey of Gandersheim, which was for her 
a labor of love. She composed this poem, the last of her known 
works, in 973, or slightly later. It is the only one of her works that 
has no Preface. The poem opens with two serene lines: 

Behold, my spirit, lowly and submissive, 

breaks forth to tell the origins of blissful Gandersheim . 12 

She tells of a miraculous event which caused Duke Liudolf, the 
reigning monarch, and his wife Oda to found the monastery in 856. 
A group of swineherds lodged in a little farm amidst the dark forest 
saw many bright lights sparkling in the woods "with a strange ra¬ 
diance." The vision was repeated for the owner of the farm and for 
the Duke, who interpreted it as a command to build a shrine. "All 
affirmed that this spot should be made holy, / in the service of him 
who had filled it with such light." 13 The parallel of this vision to 
the vision of the shepherds at the birth of Christ is striking. In a 
perceptive interpretation Peter Dronke suggests that Hrosvitha, who 
always referred to herself as the lowliest of those who lived at Gan¬ 
dersheim, also intended to celebrate the special vision of the lowly, 
the shepherds, the swineherds and herself, "the strong voice of Gan¬ 
dersheim," as she elsewhere called herself. 14 The increasingly confi¬ 
dent references she makes to her work in the progression of Prefaces 
speaks to such an interpretation. In her historical account of her 
cloister, Primordia Coenobii Gandeshemensis, she shows no hesita¬ 
tion about bringing the story up to her own time. She also, perhaps 
not incidentally, celebrates the lives of three great women she ad¬ 
mired, the succeeding abbesses, including her mentor and friend 
Gerberga. 

Although Hrosvitha's works fell into oblivion for several centu¬ 
ries after her death, they were revived at the end of the 15th century 
when the Renaissance humanist Conrad Celtis found an early and 
incomplete manuscript of her works and published it in 1501, refer¬ 
ring to her as the "German Sappho." Ever since, her poetic and 
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dramatic talents have been recognized and celebrated, but her role as 
a pioneering historian of women should also be acknowledged. 

The chronicling of the lives of women religious by other nuns 
continued for many centuries. A special, later, category of such his¬ 
torical work comprises the autobiographies of mystics and saints, 
many of which I have discussed in earlier chapters. Such autobio¬ 
graphical writings, while they may have been initially inspired by 
the desire to spread a religious message or to give credence to a 
mystic's visions by putting them into the context of her life, should 
also be seen as efforts of historical documentation. Women like 
Hildegard of Bingen, Dorothea of Montau, Margery Kempe and later 
St. Catherine of Siena and St. Teresa of Avila may have had a firm 
sense of the significance of their remarkable lives as models for fu¬ 
ture generations of women. The fact that some of these saints refer 
to other women saints as their predecessor speaks to this interpre¬ 
tation. 

"Sister books," which represent a special category of historical 
writing by nuns, appear in the German-speaking domains in the 14th 
and 15th centuries in Dominican convents. The nun Katherine von 
Gebersweiler was the author of the oldest of these histories, one 
documenting the history of the convent at Unterlinden. Her work 
consists of eight chapters describing the daily life of the convent, 
and 47 vitae, of which only five are of her contemporaries. 15 A near 
contemporary, the nun Elisabeth von Kirchberg, wrote a work of the 
same genre, the "Kirchberger Schwesternbuch," which documented 
the lives of the nuns of her convent. She also wrote the so-called 
"Irmegard-Vita," which describes the life and ecstatic visions of a 
Sister Irmegard. This vita was first written in secret by Elisabeth, 
but when Irmegard found out about it, she helped in the composi¬ 
tion, resulting in two additional versions. In the same convent an¬ 
other such work was found, which may have been authored by the 
same nun, concerning the Dominican cloister at Ulm. It is interest¬ 
ing to note that she identified herself as "Sister Elisabeth . . . whom 
God took from the Jews." Since she entered the convent at the age 
of four, she cannot have been a converted Jew. More likely, she was 
given to the convent by her parents to escape one of the massacres 
of Jews that took place in the area during the 13th and 14th centu¬ 
ries. 16 

Anna von Miinziger, prioress of the Dominican convent in 
Adelshausen, wrote a chronicle of this convent in 1318, describing 
the lives and mystical experiences of thirty-four nuns. Other such 
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convent histories were written and preserved in the convent of St. 
Katherine in Thurgau, Switzerland, and in the convents in Toss, 
Otenbach and Weiler. 17 Since most of the "sister books" were writ¬ 
ten by women about women, this can be considered an early in¬ 
stance of Women's History-writing. 

The tradition of convent histories or the histories of outstanding 
women religious continued for many centuries. In the 16th century 
Caritas Pirckheimer—sister of the humanist Willibald Pirckheimer— 
a woman renowned for her learning, wrote the history of her con¬ 
vent of St. Clara in Niirnberg. Other convent histories were written 
in the 17th century for the Ursulines and the Order of the Visitation 
in France. 18 

The making of lists of famous women as heroines, role models and 
as arguments for women's potential for achievement occupied both 
men and women for six centuries. It figures prominently in the var¬ 
ious querelles des femmes, in which both feminist and antifeminist 
writers constructed their arguments around exempla. Antifeminist 
writers made lists of women with negative characteristics or those 
who follow gender stereotypes. Feminist writers were more inclusive 
and tended to stress women of achievement or heroic women. Since 
the practice is so pervasive and the listing of illustrious women oc¬ 
curs with such regularity on the part of feminist writers, one can 
perhaps view this as a repeated effort to counteract the ill effects on 
women of the denial of the existence of a history of women. As we 
will see, some authors are quite explicit about such an aim, others 
imply it or say nothing about it. I will examine these lists on a 
comparative basis, first, as to their inclusiveness and the criteria of 
selection used and, second, to see what they can tell us about the 
transmission of ideas about women's past. 

One of the first of the lists of famous women was compiled by a 
man, Giovanni Boccaccio, between 1355 and 1359 and published dur¬ 
ing this period. 19 Boccaccio, a celebrated Renaissance humanist who 
had previously anthologized the biographies of famous men, col¬ 
lected the lives of 104 women of Antiquity with a specific didactic 
purpose. He wished to show that the secular wisdom of the ancients 
was equal in importance to the Christian writings and myths and 
that among the ancients could be found persons of moral, strength 
performing heroic deeds. He had shown this previously in his bio¬ 
graphies of famous men, working under the assumption that illus- 
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trious deeds deserved to be preserved for posterity. But, as he stated 
in his Preface to De claris mulieribus: 

I have been quite astonished that women have had so little attention 
from writers . . . that they have gained no recognition in any work 
devoted especially to them, although it can be clearly seen . . . that 
some women have acted with as much strength as valor. If men should 
be praised whenever they perform great deeds (with strength which Na¬ 
ture has given them), how much more should women be extolled (al¬ 
most all of whom are endowed with tenderness, frail bodies, and slug¬ 
gish minds by Nature), if they have acquired a manly spirit and if with 
keen intelligence and remarkable fortitude they have dared undertake 
and have accomplished even the most difficult deeds ? 20 

Boccaccio here expresses the Renaissance concepts of women as 
by nature weaker, gentler and of inferior intellect, which coexist with 
the stereotype of the "manly woman," the woman of strength and 
valor. By setting up this contradictory set of definitions for women, 
it was possible to account for the heroic, "the exceptional," the learned 
woman, without seeing patriarchal gender definitions as problematic. 
We have already seen that many women also accepted this set of 
definitions and tried to fit their argument into it. 

Boccaccio's list includes mythological and allegorical figures, such 
as the Muses, Ceres, Circe, Isis. The list also includes evil women 
such as Medea, Medusa and Sempronia. Boccaccio explains in his 
Preface that he wished to include not only those famous for their 
virtues but those "who have become renowned to the world through 
any sort of deed." 21 He comments that in most historical accounts 
about men, those renowned for splendid deeds are often included 
with men like the Gracchi, Hannibal and Crassus, men of bad char¬ 
acter and known for evil deeds. He also deliberately excluded all 
Christian women, because they had been frequently honored and 
their deeds of virtue, virginity and saintliness had been well cele¬ 
brated, while the deeds of pagan women had not been previously 
collected and celebrated. 

Boccaccio's descriptions of these women are neither historically 
nor mythologically accurate. His sources are mostly Latin authors 
of Antiquity, and he uses them without particular respect, discarding 
information they provide or adding invented material to theirs. He 
aims to tell an entertaining story and include "some pleasant exhor¬ 
tations to virtue and add inducements to avoid and detest wicked- 
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ness, so that by adding pleasure to these stories their value would 
enter the mind by stealth." 22 The desire to entertain and at the same 
time to serve a moralistic didactic purpose was evident also in other 
of Boccaccio's works, such as the Decameron , but the quality may 
have predominated in Of Famous Women because he spoke to an 
audience of women, who, he believed, both deserved to know of 
their famous predecessors and to be morally instructed in the pro¬ 
cess. 

Boccaccio's list was the starting point and model for others for 
many centuries. The first woman to follow his model was Christine 
de Pizan, who in 1405 published Le Livre de la Cite des Dames [The 
Book of the City of the Ladies], a spirited and broad-ranging attempt 
at a defense of women and at a universal History of women. 23 Chris¬ 
tine used Boccaccio as a source for nearly three-quarters of her list 
of women. But she did not use all of his list, and she significantly 
departed from his text in her comments about the women. She also 
imposed a totally different ordering on her list, which flows from 
her conceptual framework and her differing aims. 

Christine had experience in doing historical work by having ear¬ 
lier written a History of the reign of Charles V of France, which had 
been commissioned by the King's brother, based on written evidence 
and the testimony of informants. 24 While the book was written en¬ 
tirely in praise of the King, she did cover his military exploits, his 
domestic policies and his moral leadership. By the time she began 
her work on The Book of the City of the Ladies she had written and 
published several books of verse and had developed her views on 
women in the exchange of letters regarding the Roman de la rose. 
She had also written a prose work of more than a hundred short 
narratives. Thus she was well prepared both as a writer and a his¬ 
torian for her major work. 

She began the book with a marvelous account of her own trans¬ 
formation of consciousness. Sitting in her study reading one of the 
many misogynist tracts of the day, she began to wonder "how it 
happened that so many different men ... are so inclined to express 
... so many wicked insults about women ... It seems that they 
all speak from one and the same mouth." She examined herself and 
her experience and could find no evidence to support the claims of 
these men. Yet, she bowed to the authority of the male experts. 
"And so I relied more on the judgement of others than on what I 
myself felt and knew." 25 Here, for the first time in the written rec¬ 
ord, we have a woman defining the tension every thinking woman 
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has experienced—between male authority denying her equality as a 
person and her own experience. Christine was deeply depressed by 
this recognition, when, as in a vision, three ladies appeared to her to 
comfort her and to bring her out of the ignorance which had blinded 
her intellect. Lady Reason explained to her that she had been se¬ 
lected to "vanquish from the world the same error into which you 
had fallen" and that she was entrusted with the task of building a 
city of ladies in which all valiant women might find refuge from 
attacks and slander. 26 The other two ladies, Rectitude and Justice, 
would help her in this task. Awed and elated, Christine asked the 
three women to explain to her why men had so universally attacked 
and slandered women. The ladies offered various explanations: men 
were motivated by greed, envy, impotence and thwarted desire. The 
ensuing long dialogue with the three spiritual guides allowed Chris¬ 
tine de Pizan to develop her historical argument and to illustrate by 
exempla the virtues of women. 

This allegorical framework, which assumes that the patriarchal 
explanatory system is built on error, structures the book. It deter¬ 
mines also the way in which she uses her sources. Where Boccaccio, 
with a few exceptions, followed a roughly chronological outline, 
Christine de Pizan arranged her list to follow a series of themes and 
arguments. She also used different criteria of selection. She wished 
to write a universal History of women and their achievements, 
therefore she included women of Antiquity, the Christian era and 
even her contemporaries. She reinterpreted the lives of the women 
on her list in a significant way, since her aim was different from 
that of Boccaccio, who simply wanted to prove that there had been 
illustrious women in Antiquity. Christine de Pizan wrote in defense 
of women against what she considered the misogynist attacks of men, 
and she wrote from an entirely woman-centered point of view. In 
revising Boccaccio's list therefore not only did she exclude all evil 
women, but she often reinterpreted the stories of women with a bad 
reputation so as to present them in a positive light. This is most 
obvious in her treatment of Medea, who is cited under the heading 
"The Faithfulness of Women in Love" without any reference to her 
murdering her children. Boccaccio's story of Medea abounds in con¬ 
demnation of her treachery, her witchcraft, her cruelty. He de¬ 
scribed her murder of her brother, her theft of her father's wealth, 
her winning of Jason by sorcery and finally her murder of his chil¬ 
dren out of jealousy. Christine ignored all these crimes. Instead, she 
credited Medea with the wisdom and magic skill which she used to 
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help Jason win the Golden Fleece on the condition that he would 
make her his wife and be faithful to her. "However, Jason lied about 
his promise, for after everything went just as he wanted, he left 
Medea, for another woman." 27 At this, Christine tells us, Medea 
turned despondent, and thus she ends Medea's story. 

Another such example is the treatment of the Roman Sempronia. 
Boccaccio first listed her considerable accomplishments, her extraor¬ 
dinary beauty, her excellent memory, her ability to learn Latin and 
Greek and compose poetry, her charm, her eloquence and good hu¬ 
mor. He devoted two paragraphs to her virtues, then continued for 
four more paragraphs to list her vices, her excessive and overt sex¬ 
uality, her greed for money, her immoderateness and finally her 
participation in the Catiline conspiracy. Christine took his first two 
paragraphs, greatly elaborated on them and presented Sempronia as 
a model of intelligence and ingenuity, then ignored the rest. 28 

Neither Boccacio nor Christine could meet the standards of ob¬ 
jectivity demanded of professional historians nearly 600 years later, 
and one cannot expect that they should. The changing of evidence 
to make a point or impart a didactic message was a well-established 
convention in the Middle Ages. What is remarkable is Christine's 
consistent insistence on her right, as a woman, to interpret the past 
from a point of view sympathetic to women, and her speaking as 
their advocate. 

After questioning the truth of the historical tradition by pointing 
out the male bias of selection, Christine attempted to answer every 
commonplace prejudice voiced against women. Men had charged that 
women governed unwisely when they had power. Christine refuted 
this argument by citing a long list of exempla of women who gov¬ 
erned wisely and well. She answered the charge of women's intel¬ 
lectual inferiority by citing a long list of women who excelled in 
learning, in poetry, in science and in philosophy. Here, as elsewhere, 
she freely mixed historical figures with allegorical and mythological 
persons. She also attempted to show female superiority in sensibility 
and caring by citing a long list of virtuous wives and mothers, chaste 
virgins and self-sacrificing women. All of this material evidence al¬ 
legorically built the city of the ladies. When it was finished, the 
Queen of Heaven was invited to be its first inhabitant, attended by 
a large number of female saints. 

Having thus completed the city, Christine dedicated it to "ladies 
from the past as well as from the present and future," urged all 
ladies to take refuge in it and to defend and guard it against enemies 
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and assailants. She explicitly defined men "who accuse you of so 
many vices in everything" as the enemies and urged women to flee 
from male slanders and entrapment, "to cultivate virtue, to increase 
and multiply our City, and to rejoice and act well." 29 

The allegorical city of the ladies, filled with heroines of worth 
and valor, represents the first consistent effort by a woman at con¬ 
structing Women's History as a means of creating collective con¬ 
sciousness. Her attempt at creating a unifying ideology is deliber¬ 
ately broadly based; she speaks at various points of "all women— 
whether noble, bourgeois, or lower-class," and even her seeming 
distinction between the virtuous and others is not to be taken too 
seriously since in her various lists she manages freely to include 
wicked and even sinful women. 30 Her essential contribution was not 
only to attempt to rebut misogynist arguments by means of histor¬ 
ical evidence but to insist that patriarchal generalizations and dicta 
would have to be evaluated and tested in light of the female experi¬ 
ence, past and present. What Christine de Pizan had to offer to women 
was the insight that women must look to other women for their 
defense and that the collective past of women could be a source of 
strength to them in their struggle for justice. 

Christine de Pizan was one of the few medieval women whose 
works were widely read, translated and distributed during her life¬ 
time and for centuries after. Two male feminist writers, publishing 
a century after her death, show acquaintance with her work. The 
German Heinrich Cornelius Agrippa von Nettesheim (1529), in his 
wide-ranging and explicitly feminist argument, used the same expla¬ 
nation as Christine did for women's superiority: namely, that they 
had been created in paradise like the angels and made of superior 
matter. He did not credit Christine as his source. On the other hand 
Francois de Billon in a similar essay proclaiming the superiority of 
women and using Christine's arguments for it, listed her as among 
the outstanding female exempla, together with Helisenne de Crenne. 31 

Yet Christine de Pizan's most important feminist insights found 
no echo among women for many centuries to come. In the absence 
of social organization and of communities of women who could have 
carried her ideas forward, these ideas, new and revolutionary for 
their time, fell like seeds on rocky ground. As we will see, in ana¬ 
lyzing the lists of notable women made by feminists in ensuing cen¬ 
turies, most of them did not even know of Christine's work or ex¬ 
istence. Women's History could not be created as an intellectual 
pursuit in the absence of a social movement of women. 
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A few decades after Christine de Pizan's death the first clusters 
of learned women living outside of cloisters appeared in the Renais¬ 
sance courts of Italy. Some of them were related by kinship or mar¬ 
riage; others had learned by reputation of the existence of such 
women. One cannot characterize this kind of minimal contact as a 
female network, yet this is the earliest time in which we can trace a 
rudimentary transmission of knowledge among women. Laura Cer- 
eta (1469-99) studied with her father, Silvestro Cereta, a member 
of Brescia's ruling elite and established a literary career before her 
marriage at age fifteen. Unlike most women of her time, she was 
able to keep up her studies during the three years of her marriage 
and the years of widowhood. Yet, like most of the educated women 
of her time, she was suspected of having copied and presented as her 
own the work of a male relative, in this case her father. In writing 
to defend herself against this false accusation, Cereta claimed that 
she must defend her entire sex and cited a list of learned women 
from Antiquity up to her own time. They mostly derived from Boc¬ 
caccio with a few added from Diogenes Laertius. What is of greatest 
interest here is her inclusion of several contemporaries, namely, Is- 
otta Nogarola, Cassandre Fedele and Nicolosa Sanuto of Bologna. In 
a letter to a male detractor Cereta also echoed a biblical argument 
developed by Isotta Nogarola. Clearly then, she knew and had read 
at least some of her female contemporaries' work. 32 

Another spirited defense of women's intellectual capacities aind of 
their long history of achievement appeared in Italy in 1600 from the 
pen of one Lucretia Marinella. 33 Her long list of notable women 
included many of the women cited by her predecessors, but it was 
clearly not a case of simply copying Boccaccio. Marinella cited a broad 
range of authors other than Boccaccio as her authorities, even for 
those women listed in Boccaccio. She seems to have been widely 
read, and she skillfully wove among the usual names listed from 
Antiquity and from Christian sources the names of female rulers 
and medieval religious. She cited Elisabeth of Schonau, Hrosvitha of 
Gandersheim, Hildegard of Bingen and a number of learned women 
of the Renaissance. Yet her main appeal is to the authority of pro¬ 
feminist males. One gets the impression that she was well read in 
male sources but knew the female sources only by reputation. Like 
Christine de Pizan before her, Marinella argued for the superiority 
of women, but she also devoted a large section of her argument to 
giving exempla for the defects and faults of men. 

In the first half of the 17th century learned women in England 



The Search for Women's History • 263 


were engaged in the pamphlet war we earlier discussed as the quer- 
elle des femmes. One of the feminist pamphleteers, writing under 
the pseudonym Ester Sowernam, bolstered her argument with a list 
of “women worthies/' which in some respects goes beyond those of 
earlier defenders of the sex. Her list of biblical women did not derive 
from Boccaccio but clearly shows her own biblical study, for she 
cited chapter and verse for each entry. In addition to the usual list¬ 
ing of the wives of the biblical patriarchs, the prophetess Deborah, 
the heroic Jael and Judith, she cited the nameless women who per¬ 
formed worthy deeds, Michal and Abigail as wise counselors, and 
chaste Susanna. The descriptions of the deeds of these heroines are 
original and idiosyncratic. She did a similar close reading of the New 
Testament to arrive at her own list of heroines. She also added to a 
short list of women of Antiquity a list of English queens up to and 
including Elizabeth I. 34 Although we know that Rachel Speght knew 
Sowernam's pamphlet, there is no reference to Speght in Sower- 
nam's work. And neither of them referred to any woman writer 
before her. 35 

The debate in Europe over women's education led to a number 
of pamphlets in which lists of “women worthies" were used to bol¬ 
ster the main argument. One of the earliest and the most cited male 
defender of women was Heinrich Cornelius Agrippa von Nettes- 
heim, whose book appeared first in 1529 in Antwerp and then in five 
other language editions within fifty years. It was followed by the 
defense of women by Francois Poulain de la Barre in 1555. Both 
men were frequently cited as authorities by suceeding writers on the 
same subject. 36 In Germany, one Johann Frauenlob in 1631 pub¬ 
lished a lengthy annotated list of women of distinction, which he 
derived not only from Boccaccio but from Coelius, Angelo Politiano 
and a number of Roman sources. 37 While he listed Christine de Fi- 
zan, he made no use of her list from The Book of the City of the 
Ladies. It is interesting to note that not only did his list contribute 
a large number of names of German women to the notables, but 
that he accurately listed most of the important learned women of 
the Italian Renaissance. One can assume that by the middle of the 
17th century the list of famous learned women of Europe was known 
to educated men in Europe. The startling and dismaying fact is that 
it was not so known to women. 

The argument for female education was further fostered by a 
pamphlet written collaboratively by a professor at Coburg, Johannes 
Sauerbrei, and one Jacob Thomasius, a teacher at Leibniz. The pam- 
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phlet, which appeared in 1671, was much cited and was reprinted in 
1676. 38 Its argument for women's education is bolstered by a long 
list of "women worthies" which includes most of the women cited 
by Frauenlob. 39 However, Thomasius/Sauerbrei cited many male au¬ 
thorities for the information they list, among them five humanists, 
starting with Boccaccio and including Agrippa von Nettesheim. Again, 
no women were used as sources or authorities. 

The German Christian Franz Paullini listed 270 German learned 
women in his defense of women's education, published in 1705. 40 
The list includes "curiosities," such as deformed and handicapped 
women. A more scholarly work, which gives sources for its large list 
of learned woman was published a year later by Johann Eberti. 41 

The custom of listing women of achievement thus developed into 
a distinct literary genre. It represented a rudimentary attempt at 
creating Women's History and was, as we have seen, a byproduct of 
debates over the place of women in society and over their education. 
The practice took on a new life and meaning, chiefly in the 18th and 
19th centuries, when both women and men created large, sometimes 
multi-volume works celebrating women's achievements as literary 
entertainment for a growing audience of women. A forerunner of 
this type in England was the work of Thomas Heywood, who made 
an effort at representativeness by including three Jews and three 
Gentiles in his The Exemplary Lives and Memorable Acts of the 
Most Worthy Women of the World. 42 A more overtly feminist ori¬ 
entation pervaded the work of George Ballard, a staymaker and am¬ 
ateur antiquarian, who not only listed women celebrated for their 
writings and their skill in languages, but attempted to give fairly 
comprehensive biographies and listings of their works. His work was 
based on original research and the information he offered is gener¬ 
ally accurate. 43 It is worth noting that Ballard was inspired in this 
work by Elizabeth Elstob who had suggested the project to him. Els- 
tob herself had much earlier begun to research notable women and 
had made entries on forty of them in her notebooks, but had done 
nothing further. 44 

Similar volumes of biographical compilation appeared in France 
and other European countries. I will cite just one such example be¬ 
cause of its unusual form, Les Femmes illustres by Madeleine de 
Scudery. The author, best known as a saloniere and one of the most 
prolific novelists of the 17th century, here combined fictionalized 
speeches, supposedly spoken by the featured women, and biography. 
She presented forty women, primarily from Antiquity, but singled 
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out as her heroine the poet Sappho, who declared that the only way 
a woman could be known to posterity is through her writing. 45 

In England the effort of the compilers continued with the publi¬ 
cation of works by several women. In response to the publication of 
John Duncombe's poem The Feminead (1754), Mary Scott, objecting 
to his including only 25 women poets in his list, published a poem 
called The Female Advocate . . . , in which she listed 49 female 
English poets. 46 Interestingly, her list includes Phillis Wheatley, the 
American slave, whose book of poetry had recently reached England. 
Mary Hays', Female Biography or Memoirs of Illustrious and Cel¬ 
ebrated Women of All Ages and Countries, which is based largely 
on Ballard, attempted to be comprehensive and took six volumes, 
while Mary Roberts, Select Female Biography: Comprising Mem¬ 
oirs of Eminent British Ladies, chose to be highly selective. 47 

Biographies of eminent women designed to appeal to literate 
women readers became a popular genre in the 19th century in En¬ 
gland and in other European countries. 48 

In the United States this genre is represented by a two-volume 
History of Women by Lydia Maria Child. 49 The first volume is a 
collection of ethnographic, anecdotal and cultural information about 
women of continents other than Europe and North America. In the 
second volume Child chronologically and by region lists women of 
achievement and renown. She uses prior compilations, including 
Boccaccio, and other authors as sources. The only female sources she 
uses are travel writers and Phillis Wheatley. Her omissions are more 
interesting than her inclusions; for example, under "Vindications of 
Women" she lists Marguerite de Navarre but neither Christine de 
Pizan nor Mary Wollstonecraft. Frances Wright, who shortly before 
the publication of Child's book had given widely publicized and highly 
controversial public lectures in the Eastern seaboard cities advocating 
women's rights and sexual freedom, was dismissed by Child in a 
passing reference as a modern disciple of "the infidels of the French 
revolution." 50 Child's attempt at a cultural and societal discussion of 
the "condition" of women is innovative, but her list is quite tradi¬ 
tional. 

Another example of the genre is a selection of biographies by 
Harriet Beecher Stowe, Woman in Sacred History: A Series of 
Sketches Drawn from Scriptural, Historical and Legendary Sources, 
which uses the Old and the New Testament as its source. 51 The 
sketches are prettified literary versions of the biblical tales, the only 
interpretive feature being the author's conviction that Christianity 
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was a liberating force for women. The same conviction motivated 
Phebe A. Hanaford in her Daughters of America, or Women of the 
Century. 52 In her discussion of women of the Old Testament she 
stressed that "heathens" treated their women poorly. She combined 
the concept of Christian superiority with the claim that women's 
highest potential would be realized in America. A similarly celebra¬ 
tory and patriotic tone is evident in a number of other such anthol¬ 
ogies printed in the last decades of the 19th century, all characterized 
by a strong Protestant, white and Anglo-Saxon bias. 53 

Sarah J. Hale, editor of Godey's Lady's Book, in her Introduction 
refers to a dozen such books which had appeared within just three 
years before her own publication. She considered her own work to 
be an aid and incentive for the educational progress of women and 
claimed to have gathered "from the records of the world the names 
and histories of all distinguished women," amounting to 2500 names. 
In line with her purpose she dedicated the work to "the Men of 
America who show, in their laws and customs respecting women, 
ideas more just and feelings more noble than were ever evinced by 
men of any other nation. . . ." 54 Hale stated firmly that she was 
not in sympathy with those advocating woman's rights, and she con¬ 
sidered equality for women a foolish goal. But she considered woman 
"God's appointed agent of morality, the teacher and inspirer of . . . 
the virtues of humanity." 55 Her list is far more inclusive than any 
other previously published. Still, she omitted any woman she con¬ 
sidered not quite respectable, such as Wollstonecraft or Frances 
Wright; she included no abolitionists and none connected with the 
advocacy of woman's rights. Her allotment of space further reveals 
her bias: the first and second "era" of her history contain 53 names, 
which are allotted 149 pages of text. The third era, 1500 to 1820, 
she considers remarkable because it features the genius and devel¬ 
opment of Anglo-Saxon women. This section contains 104 names in 
412 pages. The last section comprises merely 30 years, 1820-50, but 
it contains 57 names in 266 pages. Hale considered her contempo¬ 
raries so important that in this section she frequently printed selec¬ 
tions from the women's writings. Typically, Hale's entry on Chris¬ 
tine de Pizan contains a full biography, with lengthy emphasis on 
the men in her life, a list of her historical writings and no mention 
of The Book of the City of the Ladies. 

The feminist compilers were no less present-minded. The most 
ambitious work from their ranks was published in 1893 by Frances 
E. Willard, president of the Women's Christian Temperance Union, 



The Search for Women's History • 267 


and Mary A. Livermore, a reformer and woman's rights leader. A 
Woman of the Century . . . consists of 1470 biographical sketches 
with photographs of "Leading American Women in All Walks of 
Life."? 6 The editors considered the 19th century to be the century of 
opportunities for women and set out to compile "this rosary of nine¬ 
teenth century achievement." 57 They arranged their entries alpha¬ 
betically with standard-length biographies and citations of authors' 
titles. The book has a professional look about it and is patterned 
after the National Cyclopedia and other biographical dictionaries. 
Still, the self-conscious celebratory tone of the essays and the selec¬ 
tion of persons to be included reveal the authors' didactic intent. 
This volume celebrates women active in religious, welfare and edu¬ 
cational work, the kind of women honored in the cultural programs 
of the women's clubs then springing up in every community in the 
United States. The omissions are equally telling: there is not one 
African-American woman listed, and all the famous women to whom 
any touch of "scandal," such as a divorce, adhered were excluded. 
Frances Wright, Ernestine Rose, Frances Kemble, Margaret Fuller 
did not pass the "respectability" test and were omitted. 

The lists of women of achievement, like all efforts at compensa¬ 
tory History, reveal the biases of their compilers and serve their 
educational purposes. That is not surprising nor does it diminish the 
significance of their endeavor and the need for heroines that it ex¬ 
presses. On a more local scale we find innumerable compilations of 
such women made on the basis of their regional significance or of 
their special roles as educators, missionaries or women pioneering in 
one or another of the professions. 58 A special effort of this kind was 
the pioneering list of African-American women of achievement as¬ 
sembled within a book of essays and poems by Gertrude E. H. Mos- 
sell. It named and celebrated the work of African-American women 
in education, churches, mission and welfare organizations. 59 Like its 
counterparts written by white women, this book was inspired by and 
directed at the black women's club movement and fed the interests 
of an ever-widening circle of female readers. 

As women struggled to gain access to higher education they 
countered arguments of their incapacity for learning by showing the 
achievements of educated women of the past. One can argue that 
they continued the centuries-old querelle des femmes in a more con¬ 
centrated and intense fashion, but always in ignorance of the work 
and the arguments of their female predecessors. None of the com¬ 
pilers I have seen and cited had any knowledge of the women of past 
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centuries who argued and fought for women's rights except for a 
few of the pioneers of women's education. As we have seen, the list- 
makers relied on male sources and did not know or did not use the 
work of women who had published before them. Thus, the impulse 
for creating Women's History took a form which we have earlier 
discussed in regard to feminist Bible criticism: women, ignorant of 
their history, had to reinvent the wheel over and over again. 

Another aspect of women's History-making continued the medi¬ 
eval tradition: the writing by women of biographies of women. This 
activity can be found in every country, from the 18th century on¬ 
ward. While there are some isolated instances of biographical writ¬ 
ings earlier, there is a dramatic increase in such writings after 1850, 
when a large female readership could provide financial success for 
such work. 60 

But toward the end of the 19th century we can discern a new 
approach in the effort at History-making by American women. They 
are no longer solely concerned with creating reference lists of women 
they and their daughters might seek to emulate. They are now con¬ 
cerned with collecting the raw materials for Women's History and 
with recording and preserving the record of their own achievements 
in educational and reform institutions, in churches, in women's clubs 
and in specific communities. It is from this period we can date the 
voluminous collections of Women's History sources which today are 
listed in the state-by-state directory of archival holdings on the sub¬ 
ject, Women's History Sources Survey. 61 The self-consciousness of 
women as a group, their awareness of the value of their work in 
communities and organizations, found expression in a new and dif¬ 
ferent attitude toward documentation. No longer are women solely 
concentrating on "outstanding" figures and on the celebration of 
leadership. What they are now preserving is the record of daily ac¬ 
tivities, the immense community-building work of ordinary women. 62 
Whether they know it or not, this effort links them with the anon¬ 
ymous nuns writing "sister books" to record the history of their 
orders and with the long line of list-makers who tried to tease the 
existence of a History of women out of the scraps available to them 
from the History of educated men. 

The most self-consciously feminist effort of this kind was repre¬ 
sented in the six-volume History of Woman Suffrage , compiled by 
Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Susan B. Anthony and Matilda Joslyn Gage 
with contributions from women in every state. 63 The feminists en¬ 
gaged in this effort were already conscious of what the absence of 
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Women's History had meant to women as a group and they realized, 
however dimly, that the first need for those creating History is the 
existence of sources. They were aware of the danger that their 
movement, which combined with the woman's club movement was 
the biggest mass organization and the biggest coalition built in that 
century, might fall into oblivion if its records were lost. The effort 
to preserve the record was uppermost in the minds of the editors. 
Their somewhat haphazard assemblage of the documents they could 
find and preserve was an immense contribution, despite obvious and 
blatant failings. 

The HWS is an incomplete, flawed and heavily biased assemblage 
of sources. It distorts the origins of the movement by ignoring or 
downplaying the role of many activists and antecedent activists in 
favor of stressing the leadership of a few women. The strongly sec¬ 
ular bias of its editors and their disenchantment with the organized 
churches in regard to the struggle of women for their emancipation 
are reflected in the way they defined the movement as mostly polit¬ 
ical and constitutional, disregarding the important feminist struggles 
in the various churches during the century. 64 It is also factionally 
biased in its downplaying of the role of the women who in 1869 
split with Stanton and Anthony, a distortion which is particularly 
striking in regard to the role of Lucy Stone. Yet these volumes have 
provided the basis for over a hundred years of historiography on the 
subject and, in what Mary Beard called "the long history of women," 
represent a milestone. 

The woman's rights and suffrage advocates were concerned with 
their place in History and showed it by writing each other's biogra¬ 
phies, by writing autobiographies and by preserving their correspon¬ 
dences. 65 The impulse represented by HWS was also manifest in the 
first efforts at writing narrative Women's History, the history of 
women's organizational activities and in an early attempt at a theo¬ 
retical exploration of women's status in different societies through¬ 
out historical time. 66 

Yet by the end of the 19th century, at the very time when a 
mass movement of women laid the foundations for collecting Wom¬ 
en's History sources and interpreting them, the academy, in its text¬ 
books, monographs and teaching denied the existence of such a his¬ 
tory. In the 1880s the development of modern American universities 
and the professionalization of History as a discipline coincided. Sex 
discrimination was institutionalized more firmly with the develop¬ 
ment of graduate schools from which women were by and large ex- 
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eluded and to which they had to gain access through prolonged 
struggles. Academic History produced by academically trained his¬ 
torians confirmed and solidified the already existing marginalization 
of women in the historical text. And it made the gap between the 
informal attempts at creating Women's History and the History de¬ 
veloped and taught by professional historians ever wider. 

The small group of female professional historians then active par¬ 
ticipated in the professionalization of History, but their employment 
opportunities were marginal, the majority confined to employment 
in women's colleges. Only one of nine academically trained women 
historians in the Progressive period studied by Kathryn Sklar taught 
in a coeducational college—Mary Barnes at Stanford for the last five 
years of her career. 67 Even as these professionally trained historians 
gained a foothold in the academy, they did it by exceling in tradi¬ 
tional fields. Only two of them wrote Women's History. Dr. Kate 
Hurd-Mead, a medical doctor turned historian at the end of her dis¬ 
tinguished career, wrote a history of women in science. Helen Sum¬ 
ner, a labor historian, focused on the history of working women in 
a pioneering study which was widely distributed in a government 
pamphlet and remains an authoritative source on the topic. 68 

Even in the 20th century, when women trained and fully quali¬ 
fied in historical scholarship began to raise the issue of women's 
marginalization in the cultural product, their own work was either 
marginalized or ignored. Like their forerunners, the second genera¬ 
tion of professionally trained women historians had to struggle, inch 
by inch and step by step, for access to equal job opportunities, for 
research support and for representation in professional journals and 
at professional conventions. The small group of pioneers who in 1929 
formed the first professional association of women historians and, 
starting in 1934, met annually as the Berkshire History Conference, 
in order to give a voice and offer support to women in the profes¬ 
sion, understood that without the existence of a female support net¬ 
work they would not be able to survive within the confines of a 
centuries-old male academic tradition. 

Out of this generation of women historians came the small hand¬ 
ful who in the late 1930s produced monographs in colonial and 
Southern Women's History and in the History of Women's Educa¬ 
tion that pointed the way to the future development of the field. 69 

Meanwhile, non-academic women intellectuals continued the quest 
for the establishment of Women's History. The few works in Wom¬ 
en's History produced in the first half of the 20th century were mostly 
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written by women outside of the academy and remained generally 
unnoticed by professional historians. 70 

The most important of these works, Mary Beard's Woman as 
Force in History, was ridiculed by academic reviewers and otherwise 
ignored. 71 Yet it was Mary Beard who, reaching back to the 15th 
century, took up the theme Christine de Pizan had raised and which 
had for so long seemingly vanished in the consciousness of women. 
Writing as a well-trained historian who deliberately chose not to be 
part of the academy, Beard asserted boldly that women always were 
and always had been a force in history. Women were central to the 
historical process and History, to be true to life, would have to be 
written so that their world-view, their vantage point, would be as 
fully represented in it as that of men. "Woman is and makes his¬ 
tory," she asserted and devoted her life to winning recognition for 
that fact. 72 

Mary Beard was herself an activist in the labor and feminist 
movement of the 1920s. She, together with a remarkable group of 
older suffragists, spent years in the struggle to create a World Cen¬ 
ter for Women's Archives, which was to serve as a repository of the 
sources of Women's History and was "to encourage recognition of 
Women as co-makers of history." 73 Their effort failed for lack of 
support in the 1940s, but it did not fail entirely, for out of this 
struggle came the creation of one of the major Women's History 
archives in the United States—the Schlesinger Library Archives at 
Radcliffe College, as well as, eventually, the Miriam Holden collec¬ 
tion, now housed at Princeton University. 74 Mary Beard not only 
conceptualized Women's History as an academic topic, she wrote four 
pioneering works on the subject and showed in her collaborative works 
with her husband, the historian Charles Beard, how the shifting fo¬ 
cus provided by attention to women would transform the historical 
narrative. 75 


When one reads historical works covering long spans of time there are 
no more traces of our [women's] names to be found than there are 
traces to be found of a vessel crossing the ocean ." 76 

Thus, Anna Maria von Schurman in a letter written in 1638 de¬ 
plored the constraints on women's intellectual development and the 
effect it had on the writing of History. For 1200 years, in sporadic, 
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intermittent and often pathetically ineffective ways, women strug¬ 
gled to counteract that trend and to leave, as did men, traces of their 
names and actions in the historical record. Yet, in face of the patriar¬ 
chal hegemony over culture, the leaving of "traces" and even the 
collection of sources was utterly insufficient to affect the way His¬ 
tory was being written and being taught. Autobiographical and bio¬ 
graphical works, even though produced with increasing frequency, 
enriched the source record but did not provide a coherent concep¬ 
tualization of the past of women. And, as can be seen from the story 
of the U.S. 20th-century pioneers of Women's History who had a 
coherent concept of its shape and scope, even their efforts resulted 
only in disappointment and failure. This was so because they lacked 
what their predecessors had lacked most of the time, the support of 
a strong and viable women's movement. 

History shows that for women the right to learn, to teach and to 
define has always come as the result of political struggle. The struc¬ 
turing of society in such a way that women were for millennia ex¬ 
cluded from the creation of the cultural product has more decisively 
disadvantaged women in their economic and political rights than any 
other factor. Unlike for men, whose intellectual advancement on the 
part of men of genius were supported and furthered by institutions, 
the advances made by individual women of great talent, even in those 
cases where they were not entirely thwarted and buried without trace, 
did not translate into advances for the entire sex. Women as-a-group 
have made intellectual and educational advances only as a result of 
organized struggle. 

Thus, despite the centuries of pioneering effort on the part of 
individuals and small groups of educated women, it was not until 
the rise of the second wave of the modern women's movement in 
the 1960s that the latest phase in the struggle for Women's History 
began. Then, for the first time in history, the existence of highly 
trained groups of women located strategically in institutions of higher 
education coincided with the emergence of a dynamic women's 
movement. In 1969, when the newly formed caucus of women's his¬ 
torians, the Coordinating Committee of Women in the Historical 
Profession, was organized with the avowed purpose of advancing the 
status of women in the profession and developing the field of Wom¬ 
en's History, the two purposes fused. 77 The new group was part of 
an intellectual movement for redefining the content of the major 
fields of knowledge in such a way as to make women as central to 
the definition of the field as were men. 
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This new movement for Women's Studies and the integration of 
women into the curriculum have made spectacular advances in the 
United States and in the world in the past twenty years. While the 
development is uneven, depending as it does on the existence of 
women's movements, it is also irreversible. Once the basic fallacy of 
patriarchal thought—the assumption that a half of humankind can 
adequately represent the whole—has been exposed and explained, it 
can no more be undone than was the insight that the earth is round, 
not flat. 



TWELVE, 
Conclusion 


Feminist consciousness consists (1) of the awareness of women that 
they belong to a subordinate group and that, as members of such a 
group, they have suffered wrongs; (2) the recognition that their con¬ 
dition of subordination is not natural, but societally determined; (3) 
the development of a sense of sisterhood; (4) the autonomous defi¬ 
nition by women of their goals and strategies for changing their 
condition; and (5) the development of an alternate vision of the fu¬ 
ture. 

Because of the way women have been structured into patriarchal 
institutions, because of their long history of educational deprivation 
and of their economic dependence on males, women have had to 
overcome many obstacles before this process of coming-into- 
consciousness could be achieved. As we have seen, they first had to 
overcome their internalized feelings of mental and spiritual inferi¬ 
ority. In order to think and write at all, they had to prove to them¬ 
selves and to each other that they were equal creatures before God, 
that they were able to communicate with God without male media¬ 
tion and to conceptualize the Divine in their own way. This was the 
great contribution to women's thought made by the long line of 
women mystics whose work we have examined. Other groups of 
women authorized themselves to write because they were mothers. 
For centuries women conceptualized their group coherence on the 
basis of their actual experience of or their capacity for motherhood. 
Maternal thinking and responsibility gave them a special role in so- 
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ciety and empowered them to resist certain aspects of patriarchal 
thought and practice. The experience of motherhood as empowering 
and as embodying specialized knowledge enabled women to subvert 
patriarchal religious ideas by insisting on a female aspect of the Di¬ 
vine. This could take the form of giving female characteristics to 
Jesus or of elevating the Virgin Mary to a position near to equality 
with the Trinity. It could lead to the various efforts we have traced 
by which women rewrote the story of the Redemption to make 
women's role essential in it. The patriarchal "glorification of moth¬ 
erhood/' which began in the 18th century and culminated in the 
19th-century glorification of women's role in the domestic sphere, 
led increasing numbers of women to the recognition that their col¬ 
lectivity needed to be defined not by their maternal role but by their 
personhood. This kind of reasoning contributed to the definition of 
"sisterhood" as the collective entity of women. 

For over a thousand years women reinterpreted the biblical texts 
in a massive feminist critique, yet their marginalization in the for¬ 
mation of religious and philosophical thought prevented this critique 
from ever engaging the minds of the men who had appointed them¬ 
selves as the definers of divine truth and revelation. Women's Bible 
criticism not only did not alter the patriarchal paradigm but also 
failed to spur the advancement of women's thought in a feminist 
direction, for women did not know that other women before them 
had already engaged in this enterprise of re-thinking and re-vision. 
It helped individual women to authorize themselves and in some 
cases to create important works of lasting impact. But what we need 
to note is the discontinuity in the story of women's intellectual ef¬ 
fort. Endlessly, generation after generation of Penelopes rewove the 
unraveled fabric only to unravel it again. 

A different group of women authorized themselves to think and 
write by reliance on and an appeal to the gift of their special talent. 
Creativity became the instrument by which these women emanci¬ 
pated themselves intellectually to a level from which they could think 
their way out of patriarchy. There is a long history of these extraor¬ 
dinary women, which we have traced in this book. Their individual 
achievements are awesome and inspire respect, yet it must be noted 
that their individual effort could not lead to a collective advancement 
in consciousness. The women of talent existed, they struggled val¬ 
iantly, they achieved—and they were forgotten. The women coming 
after them had to start all over again, repeating the process. 

The awareness of a wrong is, as we have seen, something women 
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developed over 1500 years from within patriarchal training and cul¬ 
ture. Many women reasoned their way to an understanding that 
their condition was societally determined. This point was, in fact, 
the major insight provided by the generations of feminist Bible crit¬ 
ics. The achievement of the next stage of awareness—namely, that 
they must join with other women to remedy the wrongs they suf¬ 
fered—was much harder to accomplish. 

Crucial to the development of feminist consciousness are societal 
changes which allow substantial numbers of women to live in eco¬ 
nomic independence. We have earlier discussed these preconditions, 
most of them connected with industrialization, such as the decline 
in infant mortality and maternal death rates and the increase in life 
span. These are the developments that enable substantial numbers 
of women to choose not to be reproducers or, at the very least, to 
limit the number of years of their life span they devote to maternal 
work. Fully developed feminist consciousness rests on the precondi¬ 
tion that women must have an economic alternative for survival other 
than marriage and that there exist large groups of single, self-sup¬ 
porting women. Only with such preconditions can women concep¬ 
tualize alternatives to the patriarchal state; only with such precon¬ 
ditions can women elevate sisterhood to a unifying ideal. In order 
for women to verify the adequacy, even the power, of their own 
thinking they needed cultural affirmation, exactly as men did. The 
mystics and women religious could find such affirmation in their 
actual or spiritual communities. Secular women attempted to and 
sometimes did find it in women's clusters or networks. Beginning 
with the 17th century, women were able to find it in the response 
of female readers of their books and audiences for their dramas. 

But as long as the vast majority of women depended for their 
economic existence and that of their children on the support of a 
man, the formation of such female support networks was the privi¬ 
lege of a tiny minority of upper-class women. All positions of eco¬ 
nomic, legal and political power were in the hands of men, thus even 
the intellectually most emancipated women, those hoping to make 
changes in society, could not conceive of the process other than doing 
so with the help of powerful men. The learned women of the Ref¬ 
ormation aimed no further than achieving a respectful dialogue with 
the men of their circles. The women in the left-wing sects of the 
Protestant Reformation saw themselves, at best, as equal partners 
with men in redefining religious belief and practice. 

From the 17th century on, the main issue for religious and sec- 
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ular women on which they focused their strivings for equality was 
education. From Astell to Wollstonecraft to Catharine Beecher, women 
correctly defined the wrong they suffered as educational discrimina¬ 
tion and defined their goal as equal access. But the arguments they 
used for a long time were focused on gaining male support and thus 
defined the issue in a way that still rested largely on patriarchal 
gender definitions. Because women were mothers and had responsi¬ 
bility for educating the young, they needed to be granted better ed¬ 
ucation. Because they were the mothers of the Republic, their citi¬ 
zenship could best be expressed by their raising loyal [male] citizens 
and to do so, they needed to be better educated themselves. 

Yet, again starting in the 17th century, the same advocacy for 
women's equal education took a different form, often originating 
with women who had also used the earlier arguments. Bathsua Makin, 
with the support of a network of women, founded women's schools. 
Mary Astell advocated a sex-segregated institution for the education 
of women, again with the support of other women. In the 19th- 
century United States, Emma Willard, Mary Lyon and Catharine 
Beecher, using the most traditional arguments for women's right to 
education, each set up sex-segregated educational institutions. To do 
so, they created female networks which quickly began to take on a 
life of their own. Female sponsors and alumnae of these institutions 
began to see their roles in society in a new light and many of them 
formed the core of activists who created the 19th-century woman's 
rights movement. The development of the British, French and Ger¬ 
man woman's rights movements was also connected with the growth 
and development of women's education. 

Similar to the situation in the 1840s and 1850s in the United 
States, when voting rights for white men were being expanded, women 
in Great Britain petitioned to have voting rights for women included 
in the electoral reform legislation of 1832. Their petitions went un¬ 
heeded, and the women put their energy into other channels. In the 
1850s they formed organizations to press for educational reforms, 
the right of divorce, a Married Women's Property Bill (passed in 
1855), and greater employment opportunities for women. Out of 
these clusters of women active in reforms for women , arose the first 
woman's rights organization, the National Society for Women's 
Suffrage in 1867. 1 

In France, women had actively participated in the great revolu¬ 
tionary movements of 1792, 1848 and 1870, in each case forming 
sex-segregated organizations which made quite advanced feminist 
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demands. These organization were short-lived and ineffective; they 
were destroyed by repressive regimes and a conservative backlash. 
The Code Napoleon, backed by the Catholic Church and enacted in 
1804, classified married women with children, the insane and crimi¬ 
nals as politically incompetent; restricted women's legal and civil 
rights; made married women economically and legally subject to their 
husbands and declared that they belonged to the family, not to pub¬ 
lic life. The Code forbade women to attend political meetings or to 
wear trousers. 

In the 1848 revolution against the monarchy, women played an 
active part. They established several feminist clubs and newspapers, 
took part in revolutionary battles and street actions, petitioned the 
provisional government for the vote, and even attempted to run fe¬ 
male candidates. Working-class women raised economic demands 
specific to their own interests. But all of these efforts proved fruit¬ 
less. Universal male suffrage, which was enacted in 1848, excluded 
women; a school reform bill setting up primary education for girls 
put these schools under the control of the Catholic Church. Several 
women who had participated in the Revolution were sent to prison 
or exile. The feminist organizations died in the wake of the general 
repression, 

A similar sequence of events occurred during and after the Paris 
Commune in 1871. Its defeat devastated a tiny feminist movement 
and the few radical women who had participated in the Commune. 
It was not until 1883 that a feminist organization, Societe du Suf¬ 
frage des Femmes (Women's Suffrage Society), was formed. French 
women did not receive legal recognition of their personhood and 
voting rights until 1938. 2 

In Germany, women's feminist consciousness was affected by the 
development of German nationalism. The journalist Louise Otto ed¬ 
ited a feminist newspaper from 1849 to 1850 in Saxony as a result 
of her disappointment with the debates over a constitution for the 
future unified nation. "They think in their deliberations only about 
half the human race only about men," she commented. "When they 
speak of the people, they do not include the women." 3 She and the 
other women who participated in the 1848 revolutions gained this 
basic insight over and over again. As fighters on the barricades they 
were subject to the same persecution and prison sentences as the 
male revolutionaries, but when they advanced a program for the full 
equality of women, they met male indifference and resistance. 4 The 



Conclusion ■ 279 


reaction following the defeat of the revolution set back all organiza¬ 
tional efforts. In most German states legislation enacted in 1850 for¬ 
bade women and minors from attending any political meetings and 
joining political organizations. Yet in the 1850s autonomous wom¬ 
en's organizations arose in many German cities out of welfare or¬ 
ganizations for the victims of the defeated revolution. In Hamburg 
a woman's organization, set up to improve the discourse between 
Protestant and Jewish women, succeeded in developing plans for the 
establishment of a university for women, but their efforts, like those 
of other feminist groups, succumbed to the repression of all grass¬ 
roots organizations after 1850. Adapting to this climate of repres¬ 
sion, the Allgemeiner Deutscher Frauenverein (General Geman 
Women's Association), led by Louise Otto in the 1860s and 70s, 
limited itself to conservative demands and tactics. German national 
unification and statehood in 1870 under Prussia's leadership did not 
promote democracy. Nationalism, militarism and the most tradition¬ 
alist emphasis on women's domestic role continued unchallenged. It 
was not until 1902 that it was possible for German women to form 
a major woman's suffrage association. 

What emerges from this brief overview is that women's partici¬ 
pation in general revolutionary movements did not bring them closer 
to advancing their own rights and interests. Time and time again, 
their sacrifices and contributions were appreciated, but their male 
colleagues and comrades considered their demands at best marginal 
and secondary and did not act on them. Interestingly, conservative 
political groups always considered the threat of feminism a central 
issue and made the repression of women's organizations an inevita¬ 
ble and essential feature of their political program. What also be¬ 
comes clear is the necessary connection between women's work in 
sex-segregated groups under their own leadership and the advance¬ 
ment of feminist organizations. 

Sex-segregated social space became the terrain in which women 
could confirm their own ideas and test them against the knowledge 
and experience of other women. Here, they could also, for the first 
time in history, test their theories in social practice. Unlike the social 
spaces in which women could have equal or nearly equal leadership 
roles, but in which the hegemony of men remained unchallenged— 
such as the salons, the utopian communities, the socialist and anar¬ 
chist parties—these all-female spaces could help women to advance 
from a simple analysis of their condition to the level of theory for- 
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mation. Or, in other words, to the level of providing not only their 
own autonomous definitions of their goals but an alternate vision of 
societal organization—a feminist world-view. 

The sex-segregated institutions and organizations formed in the 
19th century in the United States, England and on the European 
continent were usually driven by necessity. Women founded girls' 
academies because society did not adequately provide for the educa¬ 
tion of women. Women formed women's medical colleges, hospitals, 
nursing training institutions, because male-dominated schools and 
institutions excluded them. The earliest women's clubs in America, 
both those of white and of African-American women, were formed 
to counteract discriminatory practices by male clubs. The founders 
intended merely to right a wrong, to redress a grievance, to win 
limited equity and/or access. But the process of reaching that goal, 
the resistance they met, the struggles to overcome that resistance, 
all enhanced the process of consciousness-formation. It was this dy¬ 
namic which enabled them to develop a sense of sisterhood and sep¬ 
arate forms of women's culture, institutions and modes of living. 

A similar development took place in social welfare and in reli¬ 
gious organizations. In the United States throughout the 19th cen¬ 
tury we find women organizing first to help others, then to help 
themselves. In the social struggles they engaged in they experienced 
resistance to their efforts by men and by male-dominated institu¬ 
tions, ranging from universities to the state. It was only then, when 
they began not only to think of themselves as a coherent group, but 
when they began to act in society as such a group, that the concept 
of sisterhood could be more than a rhetorical term. 

Throughout historical time, women have been discriminated against 
and disadvantaged economically, politically, legally and sexually. They 
have, depending on their class, race and ethnic affiliations with men 
also participated in discriminating against, disadvantaging and ex¬ 
ploiting men and women different from themselves by race and class 
and religion. In short, they have, while being victimized by patriar¬ 
chy, continued to support the system and helped to perpetuate it. 
They have done so because their consciousness of their own situa¬ 
tion could not develop in a manner commensurate with their ad¬ 
vancement in other aspects of their lives. Thus, the systematic edu¬ 
cational disadvantaging of women and their definition as being persons 
"out of history" have been truly the most oppressive aspect of wom¬ 
en's condition under patriarchy. 

I have argued in this book that women's marginalization in the 
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process of History-making has set them back intellectually and has 
kept them for far longer than was necessary from developing a con¬ 
sciousness of their collectivity in sisterhood, not motherhood. The 
cruel repetitiousness by which individual women have struggled to 
a higher level of consciousness, repeating an effort made a number 
of times by other women in previous centuries, is not only a symbol 
of women's oppression but is its actual manifestation. Thus, even 
the most advanced feminist thinkers, up to and including those in 
the early 20th century, have been in dialogue with the "great men" 
before them and have been unable to verify, test and improve their 
ideas by being in dialogue with the women thinkers before them. 
Mary Wollstonecraft argued with Burke and Rousseau, when argu¬ 
ing with Makin, Astell and Margaret Fell might have sharpened her 
thought and radicalized her. Emma Goldman argued for free love 
and a new sort of communal life against the models of Marx and 
Bakunin; a dialogue with the Owenite feminists Anna Wheeler and 
Emma Martin might have redirected her thinking and kept her from 
inventing "solutions" which had already proven unworkable fifty 
years earlier. Simone de Beauvoir, in a passionate dialogue with Marx, 
Freud, Sartre and Camus, could go as far with a feminist critique of 
patriarchal values and institutions as it was possible to go when the 
thinker was male-centered. Had she truly engaged with Mary Woll- 
stonecraft's thought, the works of Mary Astell, the Quaker feminists 
of the early 19th century, the mystical revisioners among the black 
spiritualists and the feminism of Anna Cooper, her analysis might 
have become woman-centered and therefore capable of projecting al¬ 
ternatives to the basic mental constructs of patriarchal thought. Her 
erroneous assertion that, "They [women] have no past, no history, 
no religion of their own," was not just an oversight and a flaw, but 
a manifestation of the basic limitations which have for millennia 
limited the power and effectiveness of women's thought. 5 

Human beings have always used history in order to find their 
direction toward the future: to repeat the past or to depart from it. 
Lacking knowledge of their own history, women thinkers did not 
have the self-knowledge from which to project a desired future. 
Therefore, women have, up until very recently, not been able to 
create a social theory appropriate to their needs. Feminist conscious¬ 
ness is a prerequisite for the formulation of the kind of abstract 
thought needed to conceptualize a society in which differences do 
not connote dominance. 

The hegemony of patriarchal thought in Western civilization is 
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not due to its superiority in content, form and achievement over all 
other thought; it is built upon the systematic silencing of other voices. 
Women of all classes, men of different races or religious beliefs from 
those of the dominant, those defined as deviants by them—all these 
had to be discouraged, ridiculed, silenced. Above all they had to be 
kept from being part of the intellectual discourse. Patriarchal think¬ 
ers constructed their edifice the way patriarchal statesmen contructed 
their states: by defining who was to be kept out. The definition of 
those to be kept out was usually not even made explicit, for to have 
made it explicit would have meant to acknowledge that there was a 
process of exclusion going on. Those to be kept out were simply 
obliterated from sight, marginalized out of existence. When the great 
system of European universities secularized learning and made it more 
widely accessible, the very nature of the university was so defined 
as to exclude all women from it. In the 19th century, throughout 
Europe and in the United States, professions redefined their pur¬ 
poses, restructured their organizations, licensed and upgraded their 
services and enhanced their status in the societies in which they op¬ 
erated. All of this was based on the tacit assumption that women 
were to be excluded from these professions. It took nearly 150 years 
of organized struggle for women to make this assumption visible 
and, at least partially, reverse it. 

An equally devastating pattern can be seen in the connection of 
advances in political democracy with contractions in the political/ 
legal rights of women. I began this book by calling attention to this 
connection in the case of the democratic polis of ancient Greece and 
the democratic Constitution of the United States of America. The 
pattern becomes obvious when we contemplate the restrictions on 
the freedoms of noble women as a result of the Renaissance; the 
increase in witchhunts and persecution of heretics combined with the 
educational advancement of women after the Reformation; the back¬ 
lash resulting in misogynist legislation after women's activism in the 
revolutions of the 18th and 19th centuries, such as the Code Napo¬ 
leon after the French Revolution, the constraints on women's legal 
rights following the revolutions in Germany and in France in 1848; 
the inclusion of the word "male" as qualification for voting in the 
"liberalized" constitutions of the United States, the Netherlands and 
France in the 19th century. The pattern alters and begins to crack 
by the end of 19th century, directly as the result of women's raised 
feminist consciousness and their militant organizing. It is worth rec¬ 
ollecting, even as a historical artifact, because the achievements of 
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women as thinkers and creators of ideas cannot be really appreciated 
unless we know the obstacles against which they had to struggle. 

It appears then, that there were women as great as the greatest 
male thinkers and writers, but their significance and their work have 
been marginalized and obscured. It appears most likely also that there 
were many others of equal potential who have been totally silenced 
and remain forgotten in the long forward march of male dominance 
over Western civilization. Most important, the female questions, the 
woman's point of view, the paradigm which would include the fe¬ 
male experience has, until very recently, never entered the common 
discourse. 

But now, the period of patriarchal hegemony over culture has 
come to an end. Even though in most places in the world and even 
in the Western democracies male dominance in major cultural insti¬ 
tutions persists, the intellectual emancipation of women has shat¬ 
tered the solid monopoly men have held so long over theory and 
definition. Women do not as yet have power over institutions, over 
the state, over the law. But the theoretical insights modern feminist 
scholarship has already achieved have the power to shatter the pa¬ 
triarchal paradigm. Marginalization, ridicule, name-calling, budget¬ 
cutting and other devices designed to halt the process of redefining 
the mental constructs of Western civilization will all, in the long 
run, have to fail. They can temporarily retard the ongoing process 
of intellectual transformation, but they cannot stop it. As Galileo on 
his death-bed, long after the power of the Inquisition had forced him 
to recant his heretical theories, said, "£ pure si muove" (And still, 
it moves). 

More than thirteen hundred years of individual struggles, disap¬ 
pointments and persistence have brought women to the historic mo¬ 
ment when we can reclaim the freedom of our minds as we reclaim 
our past. The millennia of women's pre-history are at an end. We 
stand at the beginning of a new epoch in the history of humankind's 
thought, as we recognize that sex is irrelevant to thought, that gen¬ 
der is a social construct and that woman, like man, makes and de¬ 
fines history. 
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46. The likeness in design of her illuminations to mandalas and other symbols of 
Eastern iconography is striking. A possible explanation for the origins of these Eastern 
cultural influences is her contact with members of the rabbbinical schools in the Rhine¬ 
land. Jewish scholars connected with Jewish centers of learning in the Islamic world 
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Notes • 295 
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For reference to the rabbinical schools in the Rhineland, see Ismar Elbogen and Eleo- 
nore Sterling, Die Geschichte der Juden in Deutschland (Frankfurt am Main: Athenaeum 
Verlag, 1988), p. 24. 

47. For my interpretation of her medical and scientific writings I have drawn on 
Dronke, Women Writers; Cadden, "It Takes All Kinds . . . ," pp. 149-74; and Lynn 
Thorndike, A History of Magic and Experimental Science 1-11: During the First Thirteen 
Centuries of Our Era (New York: Columbia University Press, 1929), vol. II. 

48. Hildegard, De Operatione Dei, vision 2; visions 3 and 4 as reproduced in Fox, 
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four The Way of the Mystics-1 

1. My generalizations about mysticism are based on the following sources: Ernst 
Benz, Die Vision: Erfahrungensformen und Bilderwelt (Stuttgart: Ernst Klett, 1969); 
Walter Holden Capps and Wendy M. Wright, Silent Fire: An Invitation to Western 
Mysticism (New York: Harper & Row, 1978); Richard Kieckhefer, Unquiet Souls: Four¬ 
teenth-Century Saints and Their Religious Milieu (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
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Elizabeth Alvilda Petroff, Medieval Women's Visionary Literature (New York: Oxford 
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Bell, Saints and Society; The Two Worlds of Western Christendom, 1000-1700 (Chi¬ 
cago: University of Chicago Press, 1982); Maria David Windstosser (ed.), Deutsche 
Mystiker, Band V: Frauenmystik im Mittelalter (Verlag Koselschen Buchhandlung, 1919). 
See also John Chapman, O.S.B., "Mysticism," in Encyclopedia of Religion and Ethics, 
James Hastings (ed.), 13 vols. (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1955-58), vol. IX 
(1955), pp. 90-101. 

2. The first citation (Hildegard) is from Adelgundis Fiihrkotter (tr.) [Hildegard von 
BingenJ Briefwechsel (Otto Muller Verlag, Salzburg, 1965), Letter "Hildegard an Wibert 
von Gembloux," pp. 226-28, quote on p. 227. The English version is from Peter Dronke, 
Women Writers of the Middle Ages: A Critical Study of Texts from Perpetua (d.203) to 
Marguerite Porete (d.1310) (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984), p. 168. Sec¬ 
ond citation: J.O. Plassmann (ed. and tr.). Die Werke der Hadewych (Hannover: Orient- 
Buchhandlung Heinz Lafaire, 1923), Letter 20, pp. 41-42; translated from German to 
English by Gerda Lerner. See also, for an English version of this letter, Sr. M. Columba 
Hart, O.S.B.: "Hadewijch of Brabant," American Benedictine Review, vol. 13, #1 (1962), 
1-24. 

3. Dr. Wilhelm Ohl (tr.), Mechthild von Magdeburg, Das fliessende Licht der Gottheit, 
Deutsche Mystiker, Band 2 (Kempten und Munchen: Verlag der Jos. Koselschen Buch- 
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der Schwester Mechtild of Magdeburg oder Das Fliessende Licht der Gottheit (Darm¬ 
stadt: Wissenschafliche Buchgesellschaft, 1963); and Lucy Menzies (tr.), The Revelations 
of Mechthild of Magdeburg (1210-1297) or The Flowing Light of the Godhead (London: 
Longmans, Green, 1953). 

4. Letter 17 in Sr. M. Columba Hart, p. 14. 

5. Mechthild, Licht, p. 89. 

6. Sanford B. Meech and Hope Emily Allen (eds.). The Book of Margery Kempe 
(London: Oxford University Press, 1961), p. 77. 

7. Gottfried Arnold, Unparteyische Kirchen- und Ketzerhistone, vom Anfang des 
Neuen Testaments bis auf das )ahr Christi 1688 (Frankfurt am Main: T. Fritschens 
Erben, 1729), vol.3, pp. 150-57. 
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tion, the achievement of the mystics is difficult to comprehend, much less to appreciate. 
The tendency to regard them as pathological, psychopathic or fraudulent obstructs one's 
ability to understand them from within their own time and place. I have found it useful 
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9. Menzies (tr.), Flowing Light of the Godhead, pp. 58-59. 

10. Ibid., Fifth Part: 12, pp. 135-36. 

11. Caroline Walker Bynum, Jesus as Mother: Studies in the Spirituality of the 
High Middle Ages (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1982), pp. 247-54; quote 
p. 250. 
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13. Mrs. Julia A. J. Foote, "A Brand Plucked from the Fire: An Autobiographical 
Sketch" (Cleveland: Printed for the author by W. F. Schneider, 1879), in William L. 
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teenth Century (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1986), first quote pp. 200-201; 
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17. The Beguine movement flourished in the 12th and the 13th centuries, chiefly in 
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and practiced poverty, chastity and good works. See text, p. 77 ff. 

18. Carolyn Walker Bynum, Holy Feast and Holy Fast: The Religious Significance 
of Food to Medieval Women (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1987), p. 83. 

19. My generalizations on women in the religious developments of the 12th century 
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Cambridge Medieval History, 8 vols. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1924- 
36), vol. 6; P. Dinzelbacher and Dieter R. Bauer (eds.), Religiose Frauenbewegung und 
mystische Frommigkeit im Mittelalter (Wien: Bohlau Verlag, 1988); Friedrich Heer, The 
Medieval World: Europe, 1100-1350 (London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1962), tr. George 
Weidenfeld and Nicolson, Ltd.; Robert E. Lerner, Standish Meacham, Edward McNall 
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pedia of Religion and Ethics (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1955), vol. 6, pp. 618- 
22. Also Norman Cohn, The Pursuit of the Millennium: Revolutionary Millenarians 
and Mystical Anarchists of the Middle Ages (New York: Oxford University Press, 1957); 
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pation of Women in Languedocian Catharism," in Medieval Studies, XLI (1979), 215- 
51. 

24. Koch, Frauenfrage, pp. 25, 52. 
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Feast, pp. 18-22. By 1250 there were thousands of Beguine communities in the Rhine¬ 
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ture, chap. 4. 

29. The Beguines were associated by their detractors with the heresy of the Free 
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ner, The Heresy of the Free Spirit in the Later Middle Ages (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1972). 

30. For information on the mystics discussed, I have drawn on the following sources: 
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Kieckhefer, Unquiet Souls, passim ; Mirca Eliade (ed.). The Encyclopedia of Religion 
(New York: Macmillan, 1987), biographical entries; Philipp Strauch, Margaretha Ebner 
und Heinrich von Nordlingen; Ein Beitrag zur Geschichte der Deutschen Mystik (Frei¬ 
burg: Akademische Verlagsbuchandlung von J.C.B. Mohr, 1882); Margaretha Ebner, 
Die Offenbarungen der Margaretha Ebner und der Adelheid Langmann (tr. into German 
by Joseph Prestel) (Weimar: Verlag H. Bohlaus Nachfolger, 1939); Ebner Christine, Der 
Nonne von Engelthal Biichlein von der Gnaden Uberlast, ed. Karl Schroder (Tubingen, 
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31. Marguerite Porete, Le Miroir des simples dmes anienties et qui seulement de- 
mourent en vouloir et desir d'amour (hereafter referred to as the Miroir ). This manu¬ 
script is available only in Italian. See R. Guarnieri (ed.), "II 'Miroir des simples ames' 
di Margherita Porete," Archivio italiano per la storia della pieta IV (1965), pp. 501-635. 
See also Petroff, Medieval Women's Visionary Literature, Introduction and chap. 7, pp. 
276-83. 

32. Both quotes. Marguerite Porete, as cited in Lerner, Heresy of the Free Spirit, p. 
77; background on Porete, pp. 68-78. 

33. Porete, Miroir, as cited in Dronke, Women Writers, p. 222. 

34. Porete, as cited in Lemer, Heresy of the Free Spirit, p. 77. 

35. Dronke, Women Writers, p. 217. 
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227. 
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in Dinzelbacher and Bauer (eds.), Religiose Frauenbewegung, pp. 185-214; reference to 
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39. W. Butler-Bowdon (ed.), The Book of Margery Kempe, 1436: A Modern Ver¬ 
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2. Caroline Walker Bynum, Jesus as Mother: Studies in the Spirituality of the High 
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32. 

As we will discuss below, the cult of the Virgin Mary developed most fully in the 
12th and 13th centuries, when women's role in the Church was more strictly confined 
than it had been in the early Middle Ages. 
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4. Caroline Walker Bynum, Holy Feast and Holy Fast, pp. 57-69. See also Eleanor 
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as a mystic, 66, 68, 69, 72, 83; 
and patriarchy, 59-60; political/ 
public life of, 55-56; and pre- 
Christian goddesses, 61-62; and 
the right to thought, 57-58, 64; 
and Sapientia, 61-63; science/ 
medical writings of, 55, 63-64, 


143; and self-authorization, 47, 

49, 51, 52-64; theology of, 56-57, 
60-63, 81, 90, 128, 142-43; 
visions of, 53, 54-55, 56, 57, 61- 
63, 64; and Wisdom (Sophia), 61- 
63; and Women's History, 255; 
writings/letters of, 54, 55, 57, 59- 
60, 64 

Historians, women as, 270, 272 
Historical criticism, and biblical 
criticism, 138-66 

Historical process: and creativity, 
168; and culture, 168; and gender 
definition, 12, 168, 280-81; and 
literacy, 247; and silenced voices, 
16-17; and women's collective 
memory, 165-66; women's 
relationship to the, 4-6, 20, 271. 
See also History; Women's His¬ 
tory 

History: characteristics of, 4-5; defi¬ 
nition of, 4, 247; early documents 
of, 247-49; and education, 249; 
and gender definition, 9, 249; 
and "king lists," 247-48; and 
language/symbolism, 249; lists in, 
35, 193-94, 195, 201, 208-9, 212- 
13, 247-48; and literacy, 247; 
literature about women in, 10-12; 
omission of women in, 271-72; 
women's relationship to, 4-6, 

271. See also Historical process; 
Women's History 

History of Woman Suffrage (Stanton, 
Anthony, and Gage), 268-69 
History of Women (Child), 265 
Horowitz, Leah, 112 
Hoyers, Anna Ovena, 130-31, 174 
Hrosvitha of Gandersheim, 26, 48- 
49, 124, 181, 227, 250-55, 262 
Hugeburc (abbess of Heidenheim), 
51-52, 250 

Hugh of St.-Victor, 69, 144 
"Humility topos," 51-52, 254 
Hurd-Mead, Kate, 270 
Husbands, and intellectual support, 
221-22, 223-25 
Hutchinson, Anne, 98 
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Illness: and creativity, 186-89; and 
mysticism, 53, 54-55, 57, 58, 70, 
93, 101, 109 

Independent womanhood, 136-37, 
276. See also Unmarried women 
Inferiority of women: Bible as 
source for, 6-7; and education, 
10-11, 12, 192-95, 200-201, 207-9; 
in feminist biblical criticism, 138, 
140, 141-42, 151, 153, 154, 157- 
58, 162; and Hildegard of Bing¬ 
en, 59-60; and independent 
womanhood, 136; and lists of fa¬ 
mous women, 260; and marriage, 
214; and motherhood, 208; and 
mysticism, 69-71; and natural 
rights, 211-12; and patriarchy, 3- 
4; and reason, 192-95; and reli¬ 
gion, 6-7, 214; in the Renais¬ 
sance, 257; and self¬ 
authorization, 192; and slavery, 

5, 6; and the social contract, 210- 
11; and Women's History, 260. 

See also Creation; Fall; Misogyny 
Innocent III (pope), 74 
Inquisition, 76, 80-81, 82, 

91-92 

Intellectual support: and author¬ 
ship, 224-26, 237; and courts, 

226, 227-28; disadvantages of 
male, 223-24; from fathers, 223; 
and husbands, 221-22, 223-25; 
importance of, 224; and lovers, 
225-26; from males, 50-51, 53, 
221-26, 233-45; and mysticism, 
228, 276; and Protestantism, 223; 
and Quakers, 223; and religious 
life, 226-27, 276; and role mod¬ 
els, 228-29; and the Romantic 
movement, 233-45; and univer¬ 
sities, 222-23; and unmarried 
women, 224; from women, 226; 
and women as helpmeet, 235; 
and women as historians, 270. 

See also Clustering; Mentors; 
Salons; Space 
Iraneus, 124 

Irish tradesman's wife, 50-51 


"Irmegard-Vita" (Kirchberg), 255 
Isis, 194, 257 

Jackson, Helen Hunt, 179, 189 
Jackson, Rebecca, 106-10 
Jael (Bible), 263 
Jeanne d'Arc. See Joan of Arc 
Jeanne de Navarre, 229 
Jerome, 124 

Jewett, Sarah Ome, 232 
Jews: and alienation from Judaism, 
244; Bettina Brentano's views of, 
243; conversions of, 243, 244, 

255; and creativity, 176; educa¬ 
tion among, 28, 243; and Hilde¬ 
gard of Bingen, 59; and the Jew¬ 
ish matriarchs, 111—12; learned 
women among, 28; and mar¬ 
riage, 243; and motherhood, 131- 
32; and mysticism, 110-14; and 
patriarchy, 110-14; persecution 
of, 126-27, 255; and salons, 243; 
and the Virgin Mary cult, 126-27. 
See also Bacharach, Eva; Chassid- 
ism; Dei Mansi, Paula; Frank, 
Eva; Gliickel of Hameln; Horo¬ 
witz, Leah; Luria, Miriam; Mor- 
purgo, Rachel; Rose, Ernestine; 
Tiktiner, Rebecca; Twersky, Han¬ 
nah Havah; Werbemacher, Han¬ 
nah Rachel 
Joan of Arc, 82, 228 
John of Marienwerder, 79 
Johnson, Samuel, 230 
John XXII (pope), 92 
Judith (Bible), 263 
Judith (queen of France), 28 
Julian of Norwich, 51, 67, 68, 87, 
90, 181, 182 

Jutta of Sponheim, 52, 59 

Kabbalism, 112-14 
Karsch, Anna Louisa, 177-78 
Kemble, Frances, 267 
Kempe, Margery, 68, 83-87, 109, 
131, 150, 255 
Key, Ellen, 244 
King, Margaret, 29 
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"King lists/' 247-48 
"Kirchberger Schwestembuch" 
(Kirchberg), 255 
Knowledge. See Experiences/ 
knowledge 

Konrad HI (emperor), 55 
Kuntsch, Margaretha Susanna von, 
134-35, 174 

Labadie, Jean de, 156 
Labe, Louise, 170 - 71 , 195 
Lais (Marie de France), 173 
Language/symbolism, 27, 48, 68, 
88-90, 108, 109-11, 190, 249 
Languedoc troubatrixes, 169-70 
Lanyer, Aemilia, 153-55 
Laon Monastery, 24 
Latin, and education, 23, 26, 27, 
38-39, 199, 201 
Learn, right to. See Education 
The Learned Maid or, Whether a Maid 
May Be Scholar (Schurman), 196 
Learned women, 28-38, 45, 276. 

See also Famous women 
Lee, Ann, 91, 101-2 
Lee, Jarena, 106-7 
Leporin, Dorothea Christiane, 229 
Lespinasse, Julie de, 234 
Letters on the Equality of the Sexes 
(Grimk6), 160, 161, 165 
Levin, Rahel. See Varnhagen von 
Ense 

Lewald, Fanny, 179, 244 
Liber Divinorum Operum (Hildegard 
of Bingen), 55 

Liber Vitae meritorum (Hildegard of 
Bingen), 55 
Life expectancy, 121 
Life of St, Radegund (Baudovinia), 
249-50 

Lioba (nun), 25 

Lists. See Famous women; King's 
lists; Learned women 
Literacy, 33, 38-44, 247 
Literary societies (German), 174 
Literature: and a separate literature 
of women, 167-68; subjects of, 
134, 168-79, 190; about women 


in history, 10-12; and women's 
novels, 179. See also Creativity 
Livermore, Mary A., 223, 266-67 
Le Livre des trois vertus (Pizan), 194 
Locke, John, 202, 210-11 
Loreto, shrine at, 125 
Louise de Savoie, 228 
Lourdes, shrine at, 125 
Luria, Miriam, 28 
Luther, Martin, 93, 94 
Lyon, Mary, 43, 216, 277 

Macaulay, Catharine, 178 
Magazines, women's, 231, 232 
Maintenon, Mme. de, 210 
Makin, Bathsua Pell, 14, 135, 136— 
37, 200-201, 209, 229, 231, 277, 
281 

Malatesta, Battista de Montefeltro, 
227 

Males: dialogue between females 
and, 221-22, 281; and intellectual 
support, 50-51, 53, 221-26, 233- 
45; and mysticism, 77-78, 93; and 
sainthood, 78; as spiritual advis¬ 
ers, 77-78, 93 
Marguerite de France, 229 
Marguerite de Navarre, 29, 148 - 49 , 
228 - 29 , 265 

"Maria" (Hrosvitha of Gander- 
sheim), 251 

Maria (Wollstonescraft), 136 
Marie de France, 19, 49, 173 
Marie Eleonore (Swedish queen), 
130 

Marie of Oignies, 72, 78 
Marinella, Lucretia, 229, 262 
Marital relations: and creativity, 
175-76; and motherhood, 117, 

118; and mysticism, 83-84, 107-9, 
112. See also Marriage 
Marriage: and biblical criticism, 

140, 152, 162; and creativity, 175- 
76, 178, 179, 181; and education, 
11, 30-32, 195, 196, 202, 203-7; 
and gender definition, 175-76, 
195, 202, 203-7; and the inferior¬ 
ity of women, 214; and Jews, 
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243; and learned women, 30-32; 
and motherhood, 119; and 
mysticism, 78-79, 83-84, 107-9; 
and peasant women, 119-20; as 
slavery, 207; Wollstonecraft's 
attack on, 136. See also Un¬ 
married women 
Martin, Emma, 281 
Martyrdom,, and women's power, 
252-53 

Mary: as an archetype maternal fig¬ 
ure, 90; cathedrals/churches built 
in honor of, 125; and church re¬ 
form, 124; cult of the Virgin, 18, 
123-28; and the development of 
female God-language/symbolism, 
89; and Eve, 124, 142-43, 145; 
and the feminine element in the 
Divine, 127, 128; and the Im¬ 
maculate Conception, 127; and 
Jews, 126-27; as a mediator, 123; 
and the mother-goddesses, 125- 
26; and motherhood, 123-28; and 
mysticism, 62; and patriarchy, 
127-28; as protectress of preg¬ 
nant women, 125-26; as Queen 
of Heaven, 125, 126, 127; and 
redemption, 149; and Sapientia, 
62-63; shrines for the, 125; and 
Sophia (Wisdom), 62-63, 125; 
and the Trinity, 123, 275 
Mary (Wollstonecraft), 136 
Masham, Damaris, 210 
Mason, Priscilla, 214 
Maternal figures, archetypal, 90 
Mechthild of Hackebom, 148 
Mechthild of Magdeburg, 29, 51, 66- 
68, 70, 72, 79, 81, 128, 181, 182 
Medea, 257, 259-60 
Mediation between God and hu¬ 
mans, 4, 70, 90, 94, 106, 123 
Medici, Catherine de, 228 
Medusa, 257 

Memoirs of Several Ladies of Great 
Britain ... (Elstob), 230 
Mentors, 77-78, 197, 221-24, 254 
Mereau Brentano, Sophie, 235, 236, 
237-38 


Merici, Angela, 199 
Methodist Episcopal Church, 106-7 
Meung, Jean de, 143-44 
Michal (Bible), 263 
Middle Ages: in education, 22, 23-27, 
28-29, 38-39; learned women in 
the, 28-29; literacy in the, 38-39 
Mill, Harriet Taylor, 226 
Mill, John Stuart, 226 
Minerva, 194 

he Miroir des simples ames . . . (Po- 
r6te), 80-81 

Mirror of the Sinful Soul (Marguerite 
d' Angouleme), 148-49 
Miscarriages, and motherhood, 121 
Misogyny: and biblical criticism, 
140-41, 145-46, 150-51, 153; and 
the Carolingian period, 46; as 
detrimental to women, 46-47; 
and dialogue between females 
and males, 221-22; and the fami¬ 
ly, 46; and the inferiority of 
women, 6; and mysticism, 47; 
and the querelle des femmes, 146; 
and rationality/reason, 65, 145- 
46; and religious discourse, 100, 
101; in 17th century, 47; and un¬ 
married women, 46; and witch¬ 
craft, 46; and Women's History, 
259, 261 

Missionaries, 24, 33 
Monasteries, double, 24-25, 27-28, 
73, 250. See also Religious life 
Montagu, Elizabeth, 178, 230 
Montagu, Mary Wortley, 204-5, 230 
Montaigne, Michel de, 196-97 
Moore, Marian Louise, 114-15 
Morata, Olimpia, 28, 222 
More, Hannah, 114, 209, 231 
Morpurgo, Rachel, 176 
Mortality's Memorandum (Speght), 152 
Mossell, Gertrude E. H., 267 
Mother-daughter bonding, 129, 132 
Mother-Goddess, 62, 122-28 
Motherhood: and birth rates, 121— 
22; and citizenship, 135-36, 137, 
277; and class, 121-22; and crea¬ 
tion of life, 122-28; and crea- 
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Motherhood ( cont.) 
tivity, 179, 180; cult of, 116-17, 
134-35, 275; and culture, 132; 
and deaths of children, 134r-35; 
and the Divine as both female 
and male, 90; and domestic 
ideology, 132-34, 275; and eco¬ 
nomic security, 119, 121; and 
education, 11, 42, 129-31, 136, 
198, 199, 200-201, 208, 212, 213- 
lb, 218; and female bonding, 
128-29; and gender definition, 
213; and group identity, 137; and 
independent womanhood, 136- 
37; and the inferiority of women, 
208; as an institution, 116; and 
Jews, 131-32; as a literary genre, 
135; and marriage, 117, 118, 119; 
meanings of, 116-17; and mis¬ 
carriages, 121; and moral 
superiority, 137; and mother- 
daughter bonding, 132; and 
Mother-Goddess religions, 122- 
28; and natural rights, 212; over¬ 
view of, 18; physical aspects of, 
116; and the Protestant Reforma¬ 
tion, 18, 93-94, 129-31; and 
religious life, 118; Republican, 42, 
135, 213-16, 218, 277; and self¬ 
authorization, 274-75; as sen¬ 
timental, 135; and sisterhood, 18, 
121, 175; and support networks, 
121; and teaching, 130, 131-32; as 
a unifying force, 121, 137; and 
the Virgin Mary, 123-28; warrior- 
hero as of equal status as, 135; 
as women's only route to the 
Divine, 142; and women's su¬ 
periority, 137. See also Nursing 
mother 

Mrs. Barber (Irish woman), 132-34 
Miinziger, Anna von, 255-56 
Munda, Constantia, 128-29 
Murray, Judith Sargent, 158-59, 
214-15 
Muses, 257 

Mysticism, 66, 68-69, 77-78, 102; 
and African-Americans, 105-10; 


aim of Christian, 67; as an 
alternative mode of thought, 18; 
and autobiographies, 255; bene¬ 
fits/contributions of, 82-83, 274; 
and biblical criticism, 148-49, 
156-57, 159; and the birth of 
Christ, 92-93; and Church re¬ 
forms, 73; and class, 94, 110; and 
the clergy, 68-69; and the 
Counter-Reformation, 72; and 
creativity, 180, 191; and de¬ 
scriptions of the presence of 
God, 67-68; and the divine as 
female/male, 18, 88, 90-91, 102, 
112-13, 114, 125, 127, 128; and 
the form/meaning of religious 
discourse, 88, 94-105; and free 
space, 110; and gender defini¬ 
tion, 18; and heresy, 73-77, 79- 
80, 86, 87, 91-92, 99, 109; 
hostility/persecution toward, 71, 
79-87, 97-98, 101-2; and illness, 
70, 93, 101, 109; and imagery, 68; 
and the inferiority of women, 
69-71; and intellectual support, 
228, 276; Jewish, 110-14; and 
knowing/perceiving, 69-71; and 
language/symbols of female God, 
27, 68, 88-90, 108, 109-11; as 
learned, 72-73; and length of vi¬ 
sions/raptures, 67; and male mys¬ 
tics, 68-69; and male spiritual 
advisers, 77-78, 93; and Mariolo- 
gy, 62, 128; and maniage/marital 
relations, 78-79, 83-84, 107-9, 

112; and mediation, 70, 94, 106; 
and medievalism, 67, 99; and 
misogyny, 47; and patriarchy, 
82-83; and the Protestant mys¬ 
tics, 68; and the Protestant 
Reformation, 72; and Protestant 
sectarian movements, 72; and 
public life, 69, 99; and rational¬ 
ity, 66; and redemption, 18; and 
religious life, 68-69, 70, 72-77, 

99; and sainthood, 71-72; and 
self-authorization, 47, 51, 53; and 
sexual misconduct, 86; and social 
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change, 221; and social con¬ 
ditions, 72-73; sources of, 67; 
and stages in the road to God, 
67; and support network, 110; 
and the transmission of learning, 
68; and uncloistered women, 7&- 
87; universality of experience of, 
70-71; and unworthiness, 69-71; 
and witches, 72, 77, 79-80, 92; 
and women as the bride/lover of 
Christ, 89-90. See also specific per¬ 
sons 

National Society for Women's Suf¬ 
frage, 2 77 

Natural rights theory, 147, 211-12, 
214, 217 

Necker, Mme., 234 
Networking. See Intellectual sup¬ 
port; Support network 
Newcastle, Duchess of. See Caven¬ 
dish, Margaret 
Newton, Isaac, 166 
Nicostrata, 193-94 
Nightingale, Florence, 179 
Nivelles convent, 24 
Noble women, 119, 121, 170, 177- 
78, 226. See also Class; specific per¬ 
sons 

Nogarola, Ginevra, 29, 30 
Nogarola, Isotta, 29, 30-31, 45, 
146-47, 148, 182, 222, 262 
Nordlingen, Heinrich von, 78, 93 
Norris, John, 203 
Nunez, Antonio, 34 
Nuns, as learned women, 29. See 
also Convents; Religious life; 
specific persons or convents 
Nursing mother, 88, 90 

Of Famous Women (Boccaccio), 257- 
58 

On Liberty (Mill and Mill), 226 
"On the Equality of the Sexes" 
(Murray), 158-59 
Order of the Visitation, 256 
Ordo vitutum (Hildegard of Bingen), 
55 


Organization, and the development 
of feminist consciousness, 246 
Origen, 142 

Original sin, 127, 128, 142, 146-47 
Otto, Louise, 278, 279 
Otto I (emperor), 253-54 

Pamphlet debate, 150-53, 206-9, 
262-64. See also Querelle des 
fammes 

Papacy, female, 91 
Paraclete convent, 26 
Paris Commune (1871), 278 
Passion of Christ, 154, 155 
Patriarchy: assumptions about gen¬ 
der in, 3-4; basic fallacy of, 273; 
and biblical criticism, 138, 158, 
159, 162, 275-76; and class, 77; 
and creativity, 167, 168, 180, 190- 
91, 275; and culture, 12, 276; and 
deviance, 180; dominance of, 3, 

9; and education, 11, 220; and 
free space, 58; and gender defini¬ 
tion, 3-4, 12, 139, 180, 282-83; 
and hierarchical relationships, 3- 
4; and History/historical process, 
166, 249; Jewish, 110-14; and 
mysticism, 82-83; overview of, 3- 
5, 274-83; and politics, 8; and the 
Protestant Reformation, 93-94, 
101; and republicanism, 213-14; 
and self-authorization, 47-48, 52; 
and separate spheres, 11; and 
slavery, 5; and the social con¬ 
tract, 210-11; and the U.S. Con¬ 
stitution, 8; and the Virgin Mary, 
127-28; and wifehood, 119; and 
Women's History, 259, 261, 271- 
72, 273. See also Inferiority of 
women; Misogyny 
Patronage, and authorship, 132-33 
Paullini, Christian Franz, 264 
Peasant women, 119-22 
Pepys, Samuel, 230 
Perfectionists, 109 
Perot, Rebecca, 109, 110 
Persecution, 74-77, 97-98, 101-2. 

See also Heresy; Inquisition 
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Petersen, Johanna Eleonora, 98-99, 
156, 221, 223 

Peutinger, Margarete and Conrad, 
221-22, 223 

Philip (king of France), 82 
Philosophes, 210 

Physica or Liber Sitnplicis Medkinae 
(Hildegard of Bingen), 55 
Pietism, 94-99, 110, 156 
Pirckheimer, Caritas, 256 
Pirovana, Manfreda da, 91-92 
Pizan, Christine de, 49-50 143 — 46 , 
192 - 95 ; and biblical criticism, 
143-46, 151, 152; and biograph¬ 
ies, 265, 266; childhood of, 143; 
and the development of feminist 
consciousness, 14; on education, 
192-95; education of, 28, 143; 
and lists of famous women, 258- 
61, 263; and motherhood, 118-19; 
and the querelle des femmes, 144, 
146, 195; reputation of, 143-44; 
and self-authorization, 49-50; and 
Women's History, 249, 258-61, 
263, 265, 266, 271; writings of, 
143, 144, 145-46, 171 
Plato, 67 

Politiano, Angelo, 263 
Politics: and education, 10-12, 198, 
213-14; and gender definition, 4, 
7-8, 9-12, 277-79; and patriarchy, 
8; and Republican Motherhood, 
213-14; and revolutionary move¬ 
ments, 277-79; and slavery, 9-10 
Politics (Aristotle), 6 
Poor Clares, 72, 74, 79, 199 
Por&te, Marguerite, 80-82, 149 
Portland, Duchess of, 38, 230 
Poulain de la Barre, Francois, 208- 
9, 214, 263 
Power, 5, 260 

Preaching. See Teaching/preaching 
Pre-Christian goddesses, 61-62 
Premonstratensian order, 73 
Primordia Coenobii Gandeshemensis 
(Hrosvitha of Gandersheim), 254 
Prince, Nancy, 106-7 
Princeton University, 271 


Principles of Political Economy (Mill 
and Mill), 226 

Property owners, women as, 119 
Prophesy, and biblical criticism, 
157-58, 161-62 
Prostitution, 120 

Protestantism: and intellectual sup¬ 
port, 223; and mysticism, 68; and 
religious discourse, 93-105. See 
also Protestant Reformation 
Protestant Reformation: and 
creativity, 174; and education, 
27-28, 32-33, 39-40, 93-94, 129- 
31, 174, 198-200; and learned 
women, 29, 276; and literacy, 39- 
40; and mediation, 94; and 
motherhood, 18, 93-94, 129-31; 
and mysticism, 72; and patriar¬ 
chy, 93-94, 101; and religious 
discourse, 93-105; and religious 
life, 94; and sainthood, 72 
Protestant sectarian movements, 72 
Pseudo-Dionysius, 67 
Public life, and mysticism, 69, 99 

Quakers, 94, 99-101, 157, 160, 223, 
281 

Quedlinburg Abbey, 26 
Querelle des femmes, 144, 146, 195, 
221, 233-35, 256, 262-63, 267 

Racism, 44 
Radcliffe College, 271 
Radegund, 25-26 
Rambouillet, Mme. de, 233 
Rape, 86 

Rashi (Hebrew scholar), 28 
Rationality: in Antiquity, 65; and 
biblical criticism, 139, 145-46, 

148, 150, 159, 276; and educa¬ 
tion, 65, 198, 200, 204, 216-17; 
and gender definition, 4, 192-95, 
197-98; and the inferiority of 
women, 192-95; and misogyny, 
65, 145-46; and mysticism, 66 
Raymond of Capua, 78 
Redemption: and androgyny, 99; 
and biblical criticism, 149, 157, 
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275; and birth, 96-97; and educa¬ 
tion, 196, 198; and the form/ 
meaning of religious discourse, 
96, 97, 104; and gender defini¬ 
tion, 11; and martyrdom, 252, 
253; Mary's role in, 149; and 
mysticism, 18; women's role in, 
88, 91-92, 96-97, 104, 114 
Reflections upon Marriage (Astell), 

205 

Reformation. See Protestant 
Reformation 
Relics, 73, 124, 125, 126 
Religion: and education, 203; and 
the Enlightenment, 210, 211; and 
gender definition, 11, 35-36, 203, 
206; and the inferiority of 
women, 6-7, 214; as a liberating 
force, 265-66; and literacy, 40; 
and natural rights, 211-12; as an 
oppressor of women, 163-64, 

280; and Romanticism, 243; sci¬ 
ence replaces, 210. See also Bibli¬ 
cal criticism; Catholic Church; 
Protestant Reformation; Reli¬ 
gious life 

Religious discourse, form/meaning 
of, 93-105. See also African- 
American; Jews 

Religious life: and biography, 249- 
56; and class, 24, 29-30; and 
creativity, 175-76, 180; and 
education, 23-27, 32, 33, 73, 199- 
200; and free space, 202; and in¬ 
tellectual support, 226-27, 276; 
and lay groups, 74; and learned 
women, 30-32, 34; and mother¬ 
hood, 118; and mysticism, 68-69, 
70, 72-77, 99; and the Protestant 
Reformation, 94; and role mod¬ 
els, 227; and Women's History, 
255-56. See also Convents; "Sister 
books"; specific orders 
Renaissance: and education, 22, 28- 
29, 30-36, 195; and gender defi¬ 
nition, 257; learned women in 
the, 28-29, 30-36, 195 
Renee de France, 229 


Reproductive activity, 4, 122-28, 

232 

Republicanism, 7-8, 9, 213-19, 277 
Republican Motherhood, 42, 135, 
213-16, 218, 277 

Revolutionary movements, 277-79 
Rich, Adrienne, 172 
Richardson, Samuel, 230 
Right to education. See Education 
Right to learn. See Education 
Right to thought. See Creativity; 

Self-authorization 
Robert of Arbrissel, 73 
Roberts, Mary, 265 
Roche, Sophie de la, 241 
Roger (hermit), 78 
Role models: and clustering, 229-30; 
and education, 196; importance 
of, 233; and intellectual support, 
228-29; and religious life, 227; and 
space, 232, 233; teachers as, 215; 
and the woman's rights move¬ 
ment, 232; and Women's History, 
19, 255, 256-61; for women writ¬ 
ers, 231-32 

Roman de la rose (Meung), 143-44, 
258 

Romantic movement, 19, 234-46 
Rose, Ernestine, 267 
Rousseau, Jean Jacques, 211, 212 
Rowson, Susannah, 178 
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